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ABSTRACT

The proliferation of new religious movements in the West
during the past few decades has stimulated social scientific
interest in the phenomenon of conversion.
conversion has been vaguely conceived,
definitive
radical
exhibited

consensus

personal
a

lack

being

change.
of

that

the

Students

agreement

Within sociology,
the sole source of

phenomenon
of

regarding

involves

conversion
what

have

changes

an

individual undergoes as a result of the experience and how the
convert is to be located for research purposes.

As a result,

sociology has lacked disciplined analyses of conversion.
The ambiguity of conversion prompted the undertaking of
an interview survey of Southern Baptist clergymen to determine
their understanding of the nature of the phenomenon and the
methods they employed in identifying other Christian converts.
It was discovered that a person's nonverbal behavior played
the greatest role in witnessing their conversion to church
authorities.
A secondary finding was that Southern Baptist pastors did
not conceive normal Christian conversion to entail radical
personal

change.

Consequently,

the

Baptist

notion

of

conversion was found to be quite different than that of the
sociologist.

It is not ~vident as to whether their conveption

of conversion will be considered "conversion" by sociologists.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

During

the

past

few

decades

social

scientists

have

witnessed the proliferation of new religious movements in the
West (Glock and Bellah 1976; Wuthnow 1976; Robbins and Anthony
1979, 1981; Tipton 1982; Barker 1983; Richardson 1983; Snow
and Machalek 1983, 1984).

Many of these new movements have

succeeded in recruiting remarkably large numbers of recruits.
Their success has generated a considerable amount of social
psychological research and debate concerning the phenomenon
of "conversion."

Within the discipline of sociology,

the

majority of this research has been conducted by students of
collective

behavior

and/or

social

movements.

Conversion

researchers have been primarily concerned with identifying
various social and/or psychological factors assumed to enhance
the

probability

movement.

In

of
1984,

an

individual

literature

being

recruited

reviewers

David

into

Snow

a

and

Richard Machalek conceded that "conversion . . . appears to be
the

phenomenon

that

students

of

new

religious

movements

examine most frequently" (p. 168).
Over a decade ago, Max Heirich (1977) observed that "in
both religion and the social sciences one finds a wide range
of usage for the term 'conversion'"

(p.

654).

A similarly

"wide range" of usage for the term has appeared within the
1

discipline
context,

of

sociology.

however,

In

"conversion"

its

broadest

sociological

can be said to

refer to a

"radical" kind of personal transformation which involves "the
adoption of a pervasive identity which rests on a change (at
least in emphasis) from one universe of discourse to another"
(Travisano

1970,

p.

Nevertheless,

600).

the

specifics

associated with this transformation are not clear.

A review

of the conversion literature indicates a definite lack of
consensus among researchers as to what precisely it is about
a person that undergoes "radical" change as a result of a
conversion.

As a result, there is also a lack of consensus

as to how the "convert" is to be identified by researchers.
The phrase "universe of discourse," borrowed from the
work of interactionist philosopher George Herbert Mead ( 1932) ,
may be defined as "the shared symbols of communication and
conceptions
society"

of

reality

(Theodorson

that

are

peculiar

and Theodorson

1969,

to

a

group

p.

449)

1•

or
The

concept sensitizes us to the fact that each sociocultural
community exhibits a

degree of uniqueness in the language

through which its constituent members learn to interpret and
conceptualize their environment.

"Universe of discourse" thus

describes an important means of social expression.

It is the

vehicle by which group standards are communicated.

For Mead, "universe of discourse" referred to the
"system of common or social meanings" through which persons
organize experience (1932, pp. 88-90).
2

Elsewhere,

Hood et al.

( 197 3)

have further elaborated

the general nature of conversion as sociologists understand
it:

From the sociological point of view,
conversion (1) is associated with all
sorts of world-views or universes of
discourse, not just religious ones; (2)
is
not
just an
individualistic
or
psychological phenomenon, but a socialpsychological
one
rooted
in
group
experience;
(3)
involves a definite
radical change
in perspectives;
(4)
connotes, in its emphasis on change in
perspective, a necessary intellectual
change, in which emotional experience may
or may not be present; (5) may be either
sudden or gradual.
. , and ( 6) may
involve a turning back to dominant
perspectives in the group or a turning
from one perspective to another. (p. 1)

In the final analysis, the sociologist typically understands
conversion to be the function of a social learning process and
the internalization 2 of a "basic convert role"

(Zurcher and

Snow 1981, p. 460).
The
movements

surge
has

of

sociological

resulted

in

the

interest

in

new

proliferation

religious

of

studies

examining the causal factors associated with conversions to
non-mainstream

religious

groups.

2

Exactly

how

far

these

"I11ternalization," as the term is employed throughout
this paper, is understood to describe the "process whereby an
individual incorporates within his or her personality the
standards of behavior prevalent in the larger society" (Vander
Zanden 1987, pp. 127-28).
3

studies have actually taken social scientists in understanding
the nature

of conversion,

however,

is

subject to debate.

Conversion research has been repeatedly critiqued on both
theoretical and empirical grounds,
host

of

conceptual

and

reviewers identifying a

methodological

errors

and

inconsistencies (Heirich 1977; Robbins and Anthony 1979, 1981;
Straus 1979; Snow and Machalek 1983, 1984).
often

been

acknowledged

realized minimal

progress

that

social

Indeed, it has

psychologists

have

in understanding the phenomenon

(Heirich 1977; Robbins and Anthony 1979, 1981; Straus 1979;
Snow and Machalek 1983, 1984).
Heirich

(1977)

cautioned

social

scientists

that

an

understanding of conversion requires prudent consideration of
the nature of the phenomenon as well as its determinants.
Reflecting critically on existent conversion research,

the

author lamented the minimal advances which he believed had
been made over the years in furthering academic understanding
of

either.

Heirich' s

scholarly consensus
conversion.
empirical

He

critique

observed

the

absence

of

regarding the definitive character of

then

shortcomings

identified
evident

in

serious

conceptual

contemporary

and

research.

Finally, drawing on evidence from his own studies of Catholic
Pentecostals, Heirich discredited the validity of a number of
popular social scientific concPptions concerning the "causes"
of conversion.
More recently,

Snow and Machalek (1984)
4

have observed

that the minimal progress that has been realized in conversion
research is a function of the ambiguity which surrounds the
phenomenon
argued,

in

the social

essentially

stems

sciences.
from

the

This ambiguity,
lack

of

they

researcher

consensus regarding the nature of the personal change thought
to accompany conversion and, consequently, the "appropriate"
indicators of the change.

In "The Sociology of Conversion,"

Snow and Machalek observed that researchers have consistently
employed differential criteria in locating the convert and
that the area of conversion research is therefore suffering
from a lack of discipline:

Heirich (1977) has suggested that an
understanding of conversion
requires
consideration of both its nature and its
causes. To date, however, the bulk of the
research has concerned itself with the
causes and stages of conversion.
Although this research has helped to
specify the relative influence of various
social, psychological, and situational
factors in relation to the conversion
process, conversion itself is vaguely
conceived.
Just how one might identify
the convert is never clearly explained.
Instead,
the characteristics of the
convert are typically taken for granted.
This is a serious oversight, especially
since an understanding of the conversion
process
presupposes
the
ability
to
identify the convert. (1983, pp. 259-60)

A parallel sentiment provided the departure point for
this

thesis.

From a

positivist standpoint,

it might be

assumed that a disciplined analysis of the conversion process
5

would demand a prior degree of researcher consensus regarding
the

objective

investigated.

manifestations

of

the

phenomenon

being

Currently, consensus regarding the evidential

features of conversion is lacking in the social sciences.
Until

such

convert,

consensus

the

is

reached,

traditional

source

identification

of

of conversion data,

the
will

continue to be entrusted to the discretion of each independent
researcher

and

will

be

relative

interpretation of "conversion."

to

his

or

her

personal

Thus the generalizability of

any causal assessments will be severely limited.
Concern over the present ambiguity of "conversion" in
sociology

inspired

the

undertaking

of a

research project

designed to explore nature of the phenomenon as it was viewed
by

authorities 3

representing

a

particular

sociocultural

community where the concept of "conversion" retains a central
position in the group's universe of discourse.
The

research

began with

Christian clerics are,
their

ministries,

relating

to

that certain

in the course of their training or

obliged

conversion

the assumption

to

consider

similar

to

conceptual

those

which

issues
intrigue

sociologists.

Consequently, the views of Southern Baptist

clergymen

both

(as

converts

and

convert

observers)

were

solicited concerning the nature of Christian "conversion" as

3

The term "authority" generally connotes a person who
wields legitimate power. In this case, it also understood to
describe an "individual cited or appealed to as an expert"
(Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary 1977, p. 76).
6

they understood
attached

to

it,

an

and the

relevance,

individual's

if any,

behavior(s)

that they

in

so

far

as

establishing or maintaining a convert status.
The second chapter of this thesis serves as a review of
the major theoretical and conceptual developments which have
occurred over the years in social psychological analyses of
conversion.

In this chapter, consideration is first given to

the conceptual nature of conversion, then to the empirical
indicators which have been employed by past researchers in
locating the convert, and,

finally,

to the causal arguments

which have been advanced in explanation of how and/or why a
conversion

is

realized.

In

each

of

this

chapter's

subsections, consideration is given to relevant criticisms.
In the third chapter, the research problem which guided
this study and the rationale behind the selection of Southern
Baptist pastors are elaborated.

The chapter also contains a

review of the methodology employed in the investigation.
The
findings.

fourth

chapter

begins

study's

substantive

The first section provides a thematic summary of

Christian religious doctrine.
the

the

definitive

nature

of

The following section considers

"conversion"

as

i t was

initially

described in the accounts of Southern Baptist clergymen.
The

fifth

chapter

confronts

the

question:

What,

if

anything, do Southern Baptist pastors regard as "evidence" of
a Christian conversion?
upon

the

In this chapter, attention is focused

relevance attached to both verbal
7

and

nonverbal

manifestations of conversion.

With these secondary inquiries,

the concept of conversion documented in Chapter Four witnessed
some alteration.
The sixth chapter serves to relate the research findings
back to the original

research question:

How do Southern

Baptist pastors conceptualize conversion and what are the
objective manifestations of conversion?
implications

that

the

research

In this section, the

findings

possess

for

the

sociological analysis of conversion are discussed.
The

final

chapter presents

a

summary of the central

points of the thesis and concludes with a discussion of the
limitations

of

the

research

project

further research.

8

and

suggestions

for

CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

Conceptualization of Conversion

Despite

a

relatively

brief

flurry

of

psychological

interest in the nature of conversion which was manifested
around the turn of the century (evidenced by such famous works
as E.

D.

Starbuck' s The Psychology of Religion

( 1900)

and

William James' s The Varieties of Religious Experience ( 1902)),
"little attention has been given the term in social science
circles since then,

although with the increasing impact of

interactionist thought,

the idea seems to have reappeared"

(Hood et al. 1981, p. 2).
phenomenon increased.
interest

in conversion,

In the early 1980 1 s interest in the

With the recent revival of academic
one might think that contemporary

works regarding the conceptual nature of this interactional
phenomenon would be in abundance.

This assumption would be

in error.
In their 1984 review of the "few existing conceptual
works" which have specifically considered the nature of this
phenomenon,

Snow ;:md Machalek observed that "The one theme

pervading the literature on conversion is that the experience
involves radical personal change . . . • Beyond this point,
9

however,

the

consensus

vanishes"

(p.

Debate

169).

has

continued across disciplines as to whether this transformation
involves sudden or gradual change (Pratt 1926; W. H. Clark
1958; Parucci 1968; Lynch 1977).

Generally speaking, however,

the stereotypical vision of the "sudden"

or "spontaneous"

conversion experience has been abandoned by sociologists, who
have come to view the phenomenon as the product of a gradual
learning
practices

process
of

through

a

which

particular

internalized by an

the

values,

culture

individual

or

beliefs

community

(Zurcher and Snow 1981,

and
are
p.

460). 1

Following

the

thought

of

William

James

( 1902) ,

who

conceived of conversion as the "process through which new or
peripheral ideas come to form the habitual center of [one's]
energy"

(p.

162) ,

definitive

accounts

have

repeatedly

emphasized the extensive personal reorientation is effected
by

this

viewed

the

phenomenon as "a complete turnabout in central values"

(p.

153).

experience.

Lang

and

Lang

(1961)

Berger (1963) spoke of conversion as "an act in which

Perhaps not surprisingly, some debate has emerged
regarding the matter of whether conversion, a presumably
"radical" experience, references a unique, long-term personal
change or in fact describes an experience which is
consecutively repeated throughout an individual's life.
Numerous researchers have expressed the latter opinion; that
is, that multiple "conversions" are indeed possible within a
person's lifetime (Travisano 1970; Richardson and Stewart
1977; Richardson 1980; Bankston et al. 1981).
Richardson
(1980), for example, spoke of "conversion careers," in which
he suggested that conversions need not be single time events,
but may indeed be repetitive or a multiple event series.
10

the past is dramatically transformed"

(p.

62} •

Glock and

Stark (1965) described it as "the process by which a person
comes to adopt an all pervasive world-view or changes from one
perspective to another" (p. 6}.

Likewise, Turner and Killian

(1972) regarded conversion as "a fundamental and wholehearted
reversal of former values, attitudes and beliefs"
89) .

The list could be extended.

(pp. 388-

In every case, however,

conversion is understood to be qualitatively different from
other socialization experiences.
Conceptual
"conversion"

and

works

have

perceived

distinctions

made
"lesser"

between

degrees/extremes

of

personal change by differentiating between presumed levels of
personal commi tment 2 •
Nock

differentiated

religious

Writing in 1933,
between

"adhesion."

In

for example, A.

D.

"conversion"

and

religious

Neck's

view,

conversion

to

a

religious group involved a vital "reorientation of the soul"
and a "deliberate turning away from indifference or from an
earlier

form

of

piety

to

another."

This

experience was

accompanied by full embracement of the religious role and the

2 Vander Zanden (1987) defines "commitment" as "a state
of being bound to or locked into a position or a course of
action" (p. 190).
Because conversion is believed to effect
"radical," or fundamental, change in a person's experience,
the assumption that is typically made is that an individual's
"new" identity carries with it a significance which overrides
any of his or her prior or alternative
identjties.
Nevertheless, due to the fact that it is difficult to tell the
extent to which people anchor themselves in a particular
identity, various researchers have become intrigued with the
commitment dimension of conversion (Kanter 1972; McGuire 1977;
Bromley and Shupe 1979; Barker 1980; Hall 1989}.

11

consequent adoption of a "new way of life" (p. 6).
on

the

other

experience.

hand,

was

said

to

describe

a

Adhesion,

less

drastic

The adhesionist was able to view religion as a

"useful supplement," rather than a "substitute," for a prior
lifestyle or world-view

{1933, p. 7).

This tradition of thought has been carried over in more
recent

conversion

distinctions

literature,

observed.

In

with

similar
for

1970,

qualitative

example,

Richard

Travisano made a comparable distinction between "conversion"
and "alternation," in which the former was held to constitute
"a radical
594).

reorganization of

identity,

meaning,

life"

(p.

Conversion was said to involve a "complete disruption"

of previous routine, while "anything less signals alternation"
(p.

600) .

"Complete

disruption,

11

in

Travisano' s

involved adoption of an antithetical lifestyle.

view,

In an article

aptly entitled "Alternation and Conversion as Qualitatively
Different

Transformations,"

the

author

elaborated

his

distinction by noting that alternations reflected "transitions
to identities which are prescribed or at least permitted"
within a person's established system of meaning.

Alternations

were thus presumed to be the function of what sociologists
might

regard

Conversions,

as

"normal"

socialization

on the other hand,

experiences.

reflected "transitions to

identities which are proscribed" within a person's established
system of meaning

"that negate these formerly established

12

ones"

(1970,

were

believed

595) 3 •

p.

to

Consequently,

require

a

these "transitions"

greater

degree

of

personal

reorientation.
D. F. Gordon (1974) concurred with the distinction made
by

Travisano.

However,

he

contended

that

"alteration"

appeared to be a more appropriate term for normal role changes
than "alternation."
alteration,

to

The difference between "conversion" and

cite Gordon,

is

involve radical discontinuity;

that alteration
it involves,

stage or extension of the former

"does not

rather,

identity"

(p.

a

600).

new
In

describing this phenomenon, Gordon noted that "Being confirmed
in church, graduating from high school, and becoming a parent
are

all

examples"

of

alteration

( 197 4,

p.

166) .

This

differentiated it from conversion, which involved the adoption
of a new source of authority, the acceptance of a new system
of meaning, and the likelihood of the convert to "re-evaluate
his old identity as wrong or inferior" (1974, p. 166).
Conceptual

distinctions

encouraged

consideration

"pathways,"

or

of
of

descriptions

of

the

type

mentioned

differential
potential

have

conversion

variations

in

conversion experience (Clark 1929; Nock 1933; Lang and Lang
1961; Gordon 1974).

Consequently,

it is not clear whether

"radical personal change" refers exclusively to the adoption

3

According to Travisano, the idea behind "conversion"
is
implicit
in
the
expression
"Jewish
Unitarians."
Contrarily, "alternation" is implicit in the phrase "Hebrew
Christians."
13

of

a

previously

foreign

related changes

perspective

such as

or

can

include

such

"regeneration,"

the

"enthusiastic

adoption of a belief system that had not been taken seriously
previously or that had been abandoned out of skepticism,
rebellion,

indifference"

or

p.

1933,

(Nock

7) ,

or

"consolidation," the "adoption of a belief system or identity
that combines

two

prior but contradictory world views or

identities" (Gordon 1974, p. 166).
Nevertheless, such qualitative distinctions,

in and of

themselves, are of limited use to social scientists aiming to
operationalize "conversion. 114

The pertinent question which

thus

one

arises

is:

How

does

go

about

measuring

the

difference between "complete disruption" and "anything less"?
Measurement requires prior consideration of what exactly
it

is

about

"radical"

an

individual

change

when

a

that

is

presumed

conversion

to

occurs.

undergo

Conversion

literature abounds with references to such diverse character
components

as

perspectives,

values,
selves,

attitudes,

identities,

beliefs,
etc. ,

world-views,

none of which are

easily lent to objective measurement or operationalization.
Despite

the

elusiveness

of

such

phenomena,

however,

numerous scholars have argued that conversion effects even
more fundamental and extensive personal change than would be

4

Indeed, such conceptions fail to specify in any
practical manner how much change is necessary to constitute
"radical."
14

accounted for by restrictive consideration of any one of the
concepts

enumerated above.

Echoing James' s

philosophical

assessment of conversion as representing a change in "one's
center of energy," Burke (1965), for example, contended that
conversion involves a
one's life.

change in the "informing aspect" of

Heirich (1977) spoke of an alteration in "one's

sense of ultimate grounding" or "root reality."

Similarly,

Jones (1978) suggested that the process reflected a personal
transition analogous to Kuhn's (1962) notion of a "paradigm
shift."
Arguing in a similar vein, Travisano (1970) proposed that
conversion indeed promotes changes in the "informing aspect"
of one's life.
conversion

The author went on to note that, in so far as

effected

change

in

a

person's

sense

of

root

reality, the phenomenon could essentially be said to reflect
an alteration in what Mead
discourse."

(1932)

had termed "universe of

Travisano consequently argued that, in a general

sense, conversion can be said to involve "the adoption of a
pervasive identity which rests upon a change

(at least in

emphasis) from one universe of discourse to another" (p. 600).
As

noted

earlier

in

this

paper,

the

phrase

"universe

of

discourse" refers to those culture-specific sets of symbolic
guidelines

which

serve

to

direct

its

members'

ideas

and

behaviors.

Travisano's appraisal of conv~rsion is now being

widely employed by sociologists of conversion.
Nevertheless, sociologists should not lose sight of the
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fact that the concept is functional because it is broad.

Snow

and Machalek (1984), for example, have recently argued this
very point:

Such a conception does not restrict
conversion only to changes from one
religion to another or to the adoption of
a world view where one was previously
absent. In addition, a nominal affiliate
of a religious community may come to hold
old but not particularly salient ideas
with a new intensity and clarity of
vision.
Nominal belief thus becomes
"true" belief, and what was previously
peripheral
to
consciousness
becomes
central.
Thus both consolidation and
regeneration might be construed as types
of conversion.
What is at issue is not
whether the universe of discourse is
entirely new, but whether it has shifted
from periphery to center.
When such a
shift occurs, the corresponding change in
consciousness is likely to be as radical
as if the universe of discourse were
entirely new.
(pp. 170-71)

Granted,

conceptualizing

conversion

in

the

manner

suggested by Travisano captures the essence of conversion as
it appears in the literature.
relevance of a
regarding

Its generality obscures the

number of heretofore significant questions

the

nature

of

the

Nevertheless,

phenomenon.

existing research fails to reveal if or how conveniently this
concept can be lent to operationalization.
seem readily apparent.
in

universe

of

operationalized?

Numerous problems

What are the indicators of a change

discourse?

How

are

these

to

be

How does one observe or measure a "change"
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or "shift" in a universe of discourse?

How does one determine

the primacy of a particular universe of discourse?

Indicators of Conversion

Snow and Machalek (1984) enumerated three criteria which
have

been

indicators

employed

by

social

of

conversion.

organizational

affiliation

scientists

These
or

are

as

shifts

( 1)

membership

empirical
in

status,

(2)

demonstration events and (3) rhetorical patterns (pp. 171-74).
A brief review of these indicators follows,

followed by a

discussion of some of their most common criticisms.
First, acknowledging the fact that conversions ultimately
reflect

a

relational

certain collectivity,
have

paralleled

change

between

an

individual

and

a

numerous students of this phenomenon

conversion

individual group membership.

with

apparent

alterations

in

In some instances, for example,

researchers have implied that conversion is equivalent to the
phenomenon of denominational switching (Roof and Hadaway 1979;
Fee et al. 1981; Hoge 1981).
indoctrination

activities,

In other instances, ritualized
publicly

demarcating

a

status

transition from non-member to member of a given group, have
been regarded as

indices of conversion

(Lofland and Stark

1965; Harrison 1974; Heirich 1977; Enroth 1977; Hood 1981).
Employment

of

such

overt

indicators,

however,

encouraged both theoretical and empirical critiques.
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has

A number

of researchers have argued that these methods ignore the fact
that individuals may be simultaneously involved in many social
groups, and that membership status can take many forms (Kanter
1972; Etzioni 1975; Zurcher and Snow 1981; Beckford 1983).
It has

likewise been argued

that membership

in religious

groups is often much too heterogeneous to justify its use as
an empirical indicator of conversion (Fichter 1954; Fee et al.
1981;

Hoge

suggesting

1981).
that

Other

the

studies

relationship

have

produced

between

evidence

membership

and

personal commitment is at best tenuous (Snow 1976; Balch 1980;
Rochford 1982).
Public demonstration events have also been employed by
social

scientists

as

empirical

indicators

of

conversion.

Demonstration events are ceremonial activities which function
as status confirmation rituals.

Exemplary are

"baptisms,

giving testimonies, glossolalia, and other ecstatic utterings
and

trances"

conventionally

associated

with

the

term

"conversion" (Snow and Machalek 1984, pp. 171-72).
Following the sentiment of W. H. Clark (1958), critics
of this approach have expressed concern over how researchers
are

to

distinguish

whether

participation

in

such

an

emotionally charged atmosphere signifies voluntary action 5 on
5

It is generally acknowledged in social scientific
circles that a person's level of commitment or allegiance to
a certain idea or behavior is related to the extent to which
a person feels he or she has adopted that idea or behavior
willfully, and with volition.
"Volition" refers to "the
degree of freedom individuals believe they possess in making
a decision or choice"
(Vander Zanden 1987,
p.
191).
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the part of the actors, or is the function of existent social
pressures demanding individual conformity.
practicality

of

inferring

attitudinal

In such cases, the
orientations

from

observable behaviors has been called into question.
In

1980,

elaborated

for

the

example,

Serge

distinction

"compliance behavior."

Moscovici

between

theoretically

"conversion"

and

Observing that "private" and "public"

attitudes are not always the same, Moscovici contended that
conversion

was

manifested

when

private

"rninori ty"

attitudes

sentiment;

that

were

influenced to adopt

a

is,

an

unconventional one.

Compliance, on the other hand, was at

issue when these same attitudes were influenced so as to adopt
conventional "public" sentiment.
day

evangelical

crusades

of

Numerous studies on modern

the

Billy

Graham

genre

have

implied that conversions which take place in these settings
might be more accurately perceived as compliance behavior
(Lang and Lang 1960; Whitham 1968; Hood et al. 1973; Clelland
et al. 1975; Wimberly et al. 1975; Altheide and Johnson 1977;
Bruce 1982).
The use of group-specific rhetoric and personal testimony
have also been construed as evidence that a
transformation

has

preceded

it.

Drawing

consciousness
from

their

experiences with the Nichiren Shoshu Buddhist cult, Snow and
Machalek (1983), frc example, have argued that rhetoric is in

Consequently, a forced decision will likely entail a lesser
degree of commitment than a voluntary one.
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fact the key to locating the convert:

The convert is . . . discernible by his or
her talk and reasoning . . . . Membership
avowal, actual membership status, and
participation are inadequate indicators
of conversion. Instead, our observations
suggest that it is the rhetoric of
converts that sets them apart from fellow
group members.
It is their talk and
reasoning that is symptomatic of the
consciousness transformation that makes
them unique among their peers. (pp. 27980)

On the surface, this approach appears a practical method of
locating a convert.
for

researchers

Nevertheless, it poses serious problems
who

have

reservations

regarding

reciprocity of verbal behavior and true internal states.
sociologists

are

aware,

what

persons

say

accurate indicators of what they feel.
conversion research,

are

not

the
As

always

As it pertains to

a relevant issue to be confronted is:

Should talk be taken as evidence of commitment?
As

noted

earlier

in this

chapter,

Snow and Machalek

(1983, 1984) have recently defended the operational advantages
inherent in conceptualizing conversion as representing a shift
in the primacy of a particular uni verse of discourse.

In "The

Sociology of Conversion" (1984), the authors reiterated their
confidence in convert talk and reasoning as indicators of
conversion

and

proposed

that

evidence

of

a

transformed

universe of discourse may be contained within the rhetoric
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employed by those professing to have been converted.
Again drawing on their research with the Nichiren Shoshu
Buddhist cult,

the authors specified four properties which

they believed would be useful in distinguishing the convert.
These verbal indicators included the convert' s tendency toward
biographical reconstruction, his or her adoption of a master
attribution scheme based upon the interpretive/analytic schema
inherent in the group which he or she claims to have become
a part,

the suspension in usage of conventional analogical

reasoning (where iconic metaphors tend to replace analogical
ones),

and the

master status

full
(pp.

embracement of the convert role as a
266-78).

Interestingly enough,

despite

their recognition of the fact that conversion involves the
adoption of a "convert role," Snow and Machalek chose to limit
themselves to consideration of the rhetorical dimensions of
this process.
Snow and Machalek argued that

"these four

rhetorical

features mark the occasion of conversion" and that "it is no
longer necessary for the researcher to decide arbitrarily who
has experienced it" (p. 174).

In the same passage, however,

they admitted that the validity of their formulation "remains
an

empirical

question,

especially

since

the

argument

is

primarily grounded in data on a single religious movement" (p.
17 4) , a circumstance which provokes similar concerns regarding
its reliability and generalizability.

The authors therefore

acknowledged that further research was needed to test the
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validity

of

their

proposal.

The

conspicuous

absence

of

conversion research in the past few years, however, has left
their formulation an empirical question.
In the final analysis, the question still remains as to
how converts are to be identified by researchers.

It is not

evident that conceptualizing conversion as "the process by
which a new or formerly peripheral universe of discourse comes
to inform all aspects of a person's life" (Zurcher and Snow
1981,

p.

461)

will

facilitate

such

identification.

"Conversion" remains an ambiguous concept.
The ambiguity of conversion has not inhibited researchers
from

identifying

the

convert

theoretical

propositions

conversion.

While

the

and

advancing

concerning

causal

the

arguments

generalized
"causes"

which

have

of
been

advanced to explain the occurrence of this phenomenon are not
directly relevant to the arguments which are made in this
thesis, they are included here so that the interested reader
can familiarize himself or herself with the major determinants
to which conversion has been attributed.

Causes of Conversion

Despite the conceptual and empirical problems mentioned
above, "most of the research on conversion has been concerned
primarily with trying to identify the causes of conversion"
(Snow

and Machalek

1984,

p.

178).
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Whether conducted by

psychologists

or

sociologists,

the

issue

of

differential

recruitment has dominated research concerns.

Why do some

people join religious groups/movements while others do not?
In this section,

attention is given first to psychological

factors which have been associated with conversion, then to
sociological factors.
In the field of psychology,

there are three models of

conversion that are repeatedly employed in analyses of the
phenomenon.

Due

to

their similarity,

two

of

these,

the

psychophysiological and brainwashing models (or, when employed
together,

the

coercive

persuasion

model)

are

considered

together.
The most popular of the psychological models explains
conversion in terms of physiological psychology and contends
that

"conversion

is

largely a

dysfunction of the brain"

product of a

physiological

(Zurcher and Snow 1981, p. 460);

a dysfunction which affects the critical processes of the
brain and subsequently renders an individual vulnerable to
blind acceptance of new ideas.

Proponents of the coercive

persuasion model contend that this "vulnerability" establishes
an individual as a prime candidate for psychic exploitation
and brainwashing.
The fundamental work detailing the coercive persuasion
model of conversion is sargant's Battle for the Mind (1957).
In his book, Sargant documents the theme behind this model,
which essentially holds that "various types of beliefs can be
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implanted in many people, after the brain function has been
sufficiently disturbed by accidentally or deliberately induced
fear, anger or excitement" ( 1957, p. 132) .
thus

contends

resides

in

that

such

manipulation,

"the

key

factors

forced

as

to

The coercion model

understanding

information

confessions,

and

conversion

control,
ego

personal

destruction,"

through which personal defenses are neutralized (Zurcher and
Snow 1981, p. 461).
Despite the fact that this model of conversion has gained
a

degree

of

credence

among

psychological

circles,

equal

appreciation is generally not found in sociological circles 6 •
Sociological

criticisms

of the physiological

and coercive

approaches have been directed toward their limited generality.
For one, "they ignore conversions that occur in noncoercive
situations

and

deprivation"

in

the

absence

of

physical

and

461).

Research by

and Barker (1983),

for example,

(Zurcher and Snow 1981, p.

Robbins and Anthony (1980)

stress

suggests that conversions are for the most part voluntary and
seemingly unrelated to stress variables.

In addition, other

researchers have produced evidence indicating that individual
defections

are a

commonplace event among cul ts

( Bird and

Reimer 1982).

Others have observed that such defections are

likely

met

to

be

with

a

minimum

of

resistance

by

cult

There are, however, a few exceptions; eg., see Enroth
1977; Singer 1979; Conway and Siegelman 1978; Delgado 1979;
J. G. Clark et al. 1981.
6
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authorities

or

other

group

members,

regardless

of

the

organizational complexity of the community and including the
most totalitarian of cults (Shupe et al. 1977; Beckford 1978;
Barker 1983).
Another critique of the coercive persuasion model has
been that "to argue that conversion occurs primarily under
these

conditions

pathological
frequently

the

is

groups

convert"

Consequently,

implicitly
and

(Zurcher

to

define

movements
and

Snow

as

to

deviant

which

1981,

p.

or

people
461).

a number of critics have also condemned this

approach for its alternative implication that individuals who
would join or participate in such movements may be irrational
or lacking of sound mind and spirit (Robbins and Anthony 1980,
1982; Shupe and Bromley 1980).
Another popular psychological approach to conversion has
referred to as the "ballistic missile" model (Zurcher and Snow
1981).

This model generally attributes conversion to the

predisposing
render

effects

certain

of

people

various

personality

"susceptible"

to

the

traits

which

experience.

Consequently, attention is directed toward "pre-affiliation
tensions,

personality

characteristics,

and

unique

socialization experiences as key factors in accounting for
conversion" (Zurcher and Snow, p. 460), evading consideration
of alternative external factors such as situational or social
influences.
Proponents of the ballistic missile model argue that
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certain pressures within an individual function to ''compel"
him or her to convert (Hoffer 1951; Salzman 1953; Toch 1965;
Richardson and Stewart 1977).

The potential convert is viewed

as a neurotic individual, full of anxiety and insecurities,
whose conversion is imminent upon exposure to "some dramatic
and extraordinary event that affects fertile psychological
dispositions" (Zurcher and Snow 1981, p. 460).

Toch (1965),

for example, has argued that individuals who are socialized
as children to sets of absolute values and beliefs are prime
candidates for conversion experiences.
The ballistic missile perspective has attracted criticism
on two issues.

First, it adheres to the commonplace notion

that conversions are apt to be relatively sudden occurrences,
rather than gradual experiences, as many seem to be.
it

emphasizes

the

significance

of

some

Second,

isolated

and

extraordinary event which promotes individual ''awakenings."
The

ballistic

contributing

missile
events

approach

which

lead

ignores
up

to

the

sequences

of

and

culminate

in

conversion.
Psychologists, however, are not the only researchers who
have highlighted the role played by individual personality
traits or psychological dispositions in realizing conversions.
Numerous examples may be found in the social sciences.

A

study by Simmonds (1977), for example, prompted the concluding
generalization that converts exhibit dependent personalities
and suffer from a generally low level of self-esteem.
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A

string

of

other

psychological

factors

have

been

advanced by social scientists in explanation of conversion.
Cantril (1941) spoke of the "pursuit of meaning" as a signal
motivation for joining a religious movement, proposing that
persons who are confronted by a chaotic external environment
which is uninterpretable because of an inadequate frame of
reference are in a state of suggestibility that renders them
susceptible to the simplifying ideology of a movement.

Others

have emphasized authoritarianism as a causal factor in joining
radical

movements

(Lipset

Following this view,
prejudiced,

1963;

Lipset

and

Raab

1973).

individuals who are dogmatic,

highly

and insecure are conceived as being especially

sensitive to appeals of movements representing the radical
right or left.

Still others have suggested that conversion

may be a function of such personal treks as "the search for
identity" (Klapp 1969; Turner 1969, 1976) or "the quest for
community" (Aberle 1966; Cohn 1957; Anthony and Robbins 1977).
In more contemporary studies,

researchers have argued

that certain individuals possess a "seekership" orientation
which predisposes them to conversion (Straus 1976, 1979; Balch
and Taylor 1977; Lofland 1977; Bankston et al. 1981; Lofland
and Skonovd 1981; Batson and Ventis 1982; Richardson 1982;
Shinn 1983) .

In contrast with other predisposed converts,

however, the se~ker is usually viewed as being more proactive
than reactive.
seekership

or

In most of this literature,
quest

does

not
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connote

a

"the idea of

coping

strategy

employed by people in frantic search for a solution to some
tension-producing problem.
on

a

journey

for

Rather, it evokes the image of one

personal

and

spiritual

development

and

meaning" (Snow and Machalek 1984, p. 180).
In related studies,

the convert has been viewed as a

victim of circumstances beyond his or her control.
of

researchers

have

cited

personal

tension

as

A number
a

signal

contributor to conversion (Lofland and Stark 1965; Greil and
Rudy 1983).

These have included "marital strain, the loss of

a family member,

change or loss of a job, the pressures of

higher education, or any number of other tensions" (Snow and
Machalek 1984, p. 181).
Aside from the conceptual difficulties associated with
this residual term,

such assessments have been faulted on

numerous

For

counts.

one,

the

largest

part

of

these

propositions have ultimately been based upon the self-reports
of converts themselves, a practice which often poses a problem
for the investigator.

Research by Snow and Phillips (1980)

on the Nichiren Shoshu Buddhist cult and Heirich (1977)
Catholic Pentecostals has

on

indicated that converts tend to

exaggerate the extent of their pre-conversion "restlessness"
as a result of what Snow and Machalek (1983) have referred to
as

"biographical

reconstruction."

Accordingly,

the

reliability of convert accounts is seemingl~ questionable.
Another problem lies in the fact that similar research
regarding the existence of tension in the lives of other
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members of the general population is conspicuously absent
(Snow and Machalek 1984, p. 181).

Without such a comparison

base, the relation of tension to conversion remains acutely
hypothetical.
A third critique has been that theories of stress-induced
conversions, much like the coercive persuasion and ballistic
missile psychological models,
choices

are

somewhat

implicitly presume that such

beyond

the

control

of

stressed

individuals, and, hence, are suggestive that conversion may
reflect an irrational personal reaction
1984, p.

181).

(Snow and Machalek

Further, other research (Heirich 1977) has

failed to substantiate the stress theory.
The general critique of the arguments enumerated above
has

been

directed

significance

of

toward

the

their

tendency

psychological

to

factors

amplify
involved

the
in

conversion, neglecting consideration of contributing social
factors.

Interactional analyses are in effect shunned.

It

is not clear how the personal experience of conversion is
shaped by prevalent social conditions.

Likewise, it has been

found that the same pre-existing cognitive orientations which
have been argued to be influential in promoting conversion may
occur with those who don't participate
1981).

( Zurcher and Snow

Thus cognitive states may be conducive to, but not

sufficient for, joining a religious movement.
Social
considered.

factors
In

involved in conversion have also been

some

cases,
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conversion

researchers

have

emphasized the significance of certain social characteristics
as conversion precipitants.

For example, a large number of

studies have identified converts as being relatively young
(between twenty and thirty years of age),
backgrounds,

relatively

highly

educated

of middle class
and

usually

from

stable family environments (Judah 1974; Snow 1976; Galanter
and Buckley 1978;

Nordquist 1978;

Bromley and Shupe 1979;

Ungerleider and Wellisch 1979; Barker 1980,

1983; Rochford

1982; Beckford 1983; Shinn 1983).
If nothing else,
dispel

the

religious

myth

research of this type has helped to

that

movements

alienated citizens.

can

individuals
be

participating

characterized

as

in

marginal

new
or

And, as Snow and Machalek have noted, the

findings do suggest something about individual availability
for movement participation, in that "Being young, single, free
from occupational ties,

or a student makes for a

kind of

structural availability that affords people the discretionary
or unscheduled time to participate in religious movements"
(1984,
not,

p.

182).

Yet these descriptive characteristics may

in and of themselves, be viewed as explanatory factors

of conversion.

As Snow and Machalek (1984) have noted: "These

social characteristics create a pool of candidates available
for

conversion,

but whether

these

people

actually

become

converts depends upon social interaction processes" (p. 182).
A sizable number of investigators have sought to delimit
such interactional processes.

Some researchers, for example,
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have observed the important function that social networks play
in the conversion process (Lofland and Stark 1965; Gerlach and
Hine 1970; Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1974; Harrison 1974; Heirich
1977; Barker 1980; Galanter 1980; snow and Phillips 1980; Snow
et al. 1980; Stark and Bainbridge 1980; Rochford 1982, 1985).
Conclusions from these studies of various religious cults and
sects have

indicated that anywhere

from

59 percent to 82

percent of those recruited claimed to have adopted initial
interest

through

interaction

with

relatives or other acquaintances.
welcome

corrective

to

the

influential

friends,

Such research provides a

quandary

of

psychologically or

statistically oriented studies before them in terms of their
emphasis on the

importance of social processes.

However,

while such findings help to shed light on the social nature
of

conversion,

"it

is

not clear that

network recruitment

dynamics can be held accountable for the social-psychological
transformation

implied by most conceptions

of conversion"

(Snow and Machalek 1984, p. 182).
In more dynamically-oriented studies,

researchers have

argued that high levels of interaction with other movement
members are essential to promote a conversion (Harrison 1974;
Heirich 1977; Lofland 1977; Barker 1980; Stark and Bainbridge
1980; Snow and Phillips 1980; Lofland and Skonovd 1981; Greil
and Rudy 1983).

For example, in Lofland and Stark's (1965)

popular conversion model, "intensive interaction" is held to
be the most important factor in realizing and sustaining a
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conversion.

Indeed, as Straus (1979) has suggested, without

such interaction the stability of the newly formed self-image
will likely be disrupted, and the relation to the cult ended.
However, to claim that intensive interaction with a specific
religious movement is essential to conversion is not the same
as to explain the processual nature of this interaction.

It

is evident that more research is needed in this area.
Finally,
sociologists

because
as

a

conversion

function

of

is

generally

learning

a

viewed
role,

by

some

researchers have employed role theory in their analyses of
conversion (Hood et al. 1973; Clelland et al. 1975; Wimberly
et al. 1975; Bromley and Shupe 1979; Balch 1980; Hood 1981).
In

some

cases,

this

approach

has

provoked

a

theoretical

dilemma for the social psychological study of conversion.
Exemplary is Balch's (1980)

study of the UFO cult.

participant observation study of this cult,

In his

the researcher

concluded that conversion could essentially be reduced to a
role masquerade.

Balch averred that "while this role learning

extended to the use of a special vocabulary and reliance on
metaphoric speech, there is no evidence that it constituted
an

actual

transformation

of

consciousness"

(p.

139).

Conclusions such as this pose new theoretical questions.

Is

conversion to be conceived as a psychological transformation,
as

a

behavioral

tr~~sformation,

or

as

both?

Is

the

transformation of consciousness a necessary consideration in
conversion

research?

Are

individual
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psychologies

not

ultimately inferred from a person's overt behavior?
Accordingly,

some

role

theory

considerations

of

conversion have been criticized for their hesitation to equate
observable

social

orientation.

behavior

In effect,

conversion analyses
conversion may be

with

a

matching

psychological

the invocation of role theory in

implies

that motivational

impossible.

analyses

of

As Snow and Machalek have

argued, analyses based upon the role theory approach "are more
likely to mystify than inform our understanding of conversion
because they treat it as a particularly enigmatic phenomenon
that eludes the explanatory powers of conventional social
science" (1984, p. 184).
The theories and suppositions enumerated above express
the range of causal attributions which have been advanced by
those seeking to analyze the how's and why' s
recruitment.

How

far

these

nature

of

theories

understanding

the

process

matter of debate.

is

a

conversion

have
or

of movement
taken

the

Many of the

conclusions have been relatively unsubstantiated.
certainly been of limited generality.

us

in

conversion
theoretical
Most have

As of yet, few studies

have been directed at the dynamics involved in the social
processes which produce the convert.
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Literature summary

Research

concerning

the

proliferated in recent years.

nature

of

conversion

has

Within the social sciences,

conversion has been the focus of many social psychological
studies.

A substantial portion of the research generated in

this area has been concerned specifically with the phenomenon
of religious conversion.
A wide range of interpretation across disciplines has
rendered "conversion" a relatively ambiguous concept within
the social sciences, the sole source of definitive consensus
resting upon the premise that the process involves "radical
personal change" (Snow and Machalek 1983, 1984).
persisted
significant

among

students

issues

as

to

of

conversion

what

precisely

Debate has

regarding
it

is

such

about

an

individual that undergoes radical change in the conversion
experience,

how much change

is

necessary to constitute a

"radical" transformation, and, subsequently, how these changes
are to be measured.
A number of positivist critics have observed that a firm
conceptual

foundation

scientific

analysis

indicators.

is
and

prerequisite
the

derivation

Snow and Machalek (1983,

disciplined

to
of

empirical

1984), among others,

have argued that this foundation is conspicuously lacking in
the

field

of

sociology.

Hence

they have

exhibited some

skepticism regarding the adequacy of criteria which have been
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employed

by

researchers

in

locating

the

convert,

the

traditional source of conversion data.
In 1984, these same authors called for intra-disciplinary
standardization of the

"conversion"

concept

in sociology,

noting the need "to develop an understanding of conversion
that

lends

itself to

Arguing that,

empirical

investigation"

( p.

168).

among the range of concepts appearing in the

research, conversion is best viewed as a transformation which
"entails the displacement of one universe of discourse by
another or the ascendance of a formerly peripheral universe
of discourse to the status of a primary authority" (p. 170),
Snow and Machalek have defended this conception as one whose
universal

recognition would

facilitate

the development of

standardized empirical indicators of the convert.

Currently

this conception enjoys a widespread popularity in sociological
circles.
not

Despite the concept's convenience, however, it is

clear

from

existing

research

that

it

has

aided

in

clarifying the nature of conversion or even presented any
operational advantages.
The absence of a concise concept of conversion has not
deterred researchers from locating and studying the "convert,"
or from producing causal generalizations pertaining to his or
her "conversion."
advanced,

Among the range of theoretical propositions

conversion

has

been

credited

as

a

function

of

psychophysiological responses to coercion and induced stress,
various

predisposing

personality
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traits

and

cognitive

orientations,

situational

factors

which

produce

stress,

predisposing social attributes and an array of other social
influences.

None of these propositions, however, have been

immune to harsh theoretical or empirical criticism.
Within sociology,

the area of conversion research has

been consistently plagued with conceptual and methodological
problems.

A vast number of these problems may be traced to

the ambiguous nature of "conversion"

itself;

an ambiguity

which has retarded disciplined analysis of the phenomenon.
Hence,

to

reiterate

Machalek some

the

sentiment

four years ago,

expressed

by

Snow

and

"careful reconsideration of

existing conceptualizations of conversion is still needed"
(1984,

p.

185).

It is this very concern which guided the

study outlined in the following pages.
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CHAPTER III

RESEARCH DESIGN

The Research Problem

The phenomenon of "conversion" is essentially understood
by

sociologists

primarily

to be

affects

Consequently,

a

a

function

of

person's

researchers

an

alteration which

subjective

desiring

to

experience.

establish

objective

indicators of conversion have ample reason to be uncomfortable
with existing conceptualizations.
From a
reason

that

products.

social psychological standpoint,
conversions

not

be

strictly

personal

Presumably conversions have social origins and, as

others have noted
social

would

it stands to

(Durkheim 1915; Weber 1958),

functions.

Admittedly,

it

is

integrative

difficult

for

a

researcher to demonstrate the reality of another individual's
internal state.

As Snow and Machalek (1984) have observed,

however,

disciplined

requires

that

objective

the

social

sociological
gap

between

realities

analysis
personal

be bridged.

of

conversion

experience
This

and

necessarily

involves consideration of the relation between conversion and
personal

behavior(s).

If

it

can

be

established

that

a

relationship indeed exists between these, it would facilitate
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the

future

convert.

development

of

standardized

indicators

of

the

This would allow social scientists to produce more

nomothetic

(as

opposed

to

idiographic)

explanations

of

conversion.
Recalling that sociologists typically view conversion as
the

outcome

of

a

social

learning

process

and

the

internalization of a basic convert role (ie., the adoption of
an altered "pervasive identity"), it is puzzling how little
consideration has been lent to the range of behaviors which
the latter concept implies.
which,

"Role" suggests "performance,"

in turn, is suggestive of both verbal and non-verbal

behavior(s).

Indeed, rhetorical features of conversion (as

Snow and Machalek (1983, 1984) have selected as indicators of
conversion)

would seem to represent only one manifestation

accompanying

the

adoption

of

a

particular

universe

of

discourse.
Richard Travisano has elsewhere observed that "universes
of discourse are

.

.

. the properties of social groups and

authorities" (1970, p. 600).
was

reasoned

that

At the outset of this study, it

certain Christian

leaders

( as

formally

recognized authorities within their own social subcultures)
probably encounter conceptual dilemmas roughly analogous to
those confronted by the positivist sociologist in attempting
to identify a "convert" within their social subdivision.
secondary

assumption

carried

the

expectation

that

A

those

Christian leaders whose socio-structural position of authority
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forced them into a gatekeeper role would be more apt to have
considered the nature of indicators which would evidence a
prospective member's "change of heart."
These considerations provided the rationale behind the
undertaking

of

clergymen.

an

The

interview

aim

of

the

survey

of

study

was

Southern
to

Baptist

explore

what

conversion entailed within the contexts of their universe of
discourse and their personal methods of operationalizing these
conceptions.

A parallel objective was to determine what, if

any, significance religious authorities attached to behavioral
(both verbal and nonverbal) "cues'' of conversion.
Because the concept of conversion occupies such a central
position in the universe of discourse associated with the
Southern

Baptist

faith,

it

was

assumed

that

this

denomination's pastors would retain a concise conception of
what

this

phenomenon

involved

within

their

religious

tradition.

Similarly, because Southern Baptist clergymen are

charged

their

by

parishioners

with

the

responsibility

of

indoctrinating new converts into their respective churches,
this religious group provided an ideal population from which
to gather the desired data.
The selection of this population was influenced by other
practical considerations.

First, the choice placed this study

on a par with the many others which have restricted their
research on conversion only to religious experience and one
religious group.

Second, the option reflected concern over
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the fact that sociological research regarding the nature of
this phenomenon as it appears in mainline religious groups is
conspicuously
literature.

absent

in

the

conversion

sociological

The vast amount of research conducted in this

area has dealt with religious cults and sects whose values and
beliefs are quite
Christian
research

ideals
filled

foreign

to conventional American and/or

(Anthony and Robbins
a

significant

research

1979).
gap.

Hence this
Third,

the

University of Tennessee's geographic location in the heart of
the Southern "Bible belt" suggested that Southern Baptists,
a predominant religious group in this area1,

would be most

accessible.

Methodology

The first research task was to design an interview guide
which would facilitate the collection of pertinent data.
was

accomplished

interview.
the

after

numerous

revisions

and

a

This
pilot

Because standardized questions would have violated

exploratory nature of this

study,

the

inquiries were

deliberately designed to be general and open ended in order
to encourage a degree of respondent elaboration (See Appendix
B for an example of the questions asked).

As the research

A study by Quinn et al. (1980) found that 37.5 percent
of the total population and 59.1 percent of church attenders
in Knox County identify themselves as Southern Baptists (p.
258) .
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progressed,

the

interview

guide

was

revised

to

reflect

pastoral responses and the interests of the researcher.
The sample was selected from a reference list supplied
the researcher by the Horne Mission Board of the Southern
Baptist

Convention

( SBC)

in

Atlanta,

Georgia.

The

list

documented all of the SBC's affiliate churches in the Knox
County, Tennessee area as of April 1987.

Time and financial

limitations influenced the selection of this geographic area.
From

a

population

selected,

of

employing

153

a

churches,

standard

twenty

random

represent the sample population.

were

number

randomly

table,

to

With the exception of one

of these churches, all were in operation at the time of this
research.

The defunct church was replaced in the sample using

the same random selection process.
varied

in

rurality

terms
or

of

formal

urbanity,

The selected churches

membership

economic

counts,

status

and

degree
age

of

group

composition (See Appendix A for some specifics).
The pastors of the twenty selected churches were then
sent

letters

of

introduction which

nature of the study being undertaken.

described

the

overall

They were informed that

the researcher was interested in exploring their conceptions
of conversion and the measures they personally employed in
recognizing that phenomenon among their congregation.

The

letter requested their participation in a thirty to forty-five
minute interview.
that

their

At this time the clergymen were notified

cooperation

in

the
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survey

would

be

entirely

voluntary and that they would receive a call
future

from the

in the near

investigator to determine their decision.

The pastors of the various sample churches were subsequently
contacted by phone.

All consented to be interviewed at a time

permitted by their schedules.
The time

and place of the

during this call.
the meetings.

interview was

established

The locations varied, as did the length of

Fifteen of the pastors were interviewed at

their respective churches, two at local restaurants, two at
the sites of their complementary employment, and one at his
residence.

Interview times varied from a period of thirty

minutes to one and a half hours, depending upon the pastor's
time schedule,

the length of the questionnaire and/or the

elaborateness of clerics' responses.
Demographic questions were included in the interviews to
measure respondents' age, educational background and length
of time spent in formal ministry (For details, see Appendix
A).

The clergymens' ages ranged from 34 to 69, while their

educational achievements varied from completion of high school
to

completion

colleges.

of

graduate

work

at

various

seminaries

or

Length of time spent in the ministry likewise

varied from a minimum of 10 years to a maximum of 43 years.
These interviews were, with the clergymens' consent, recorded
on audio tape to aid in a subsequent analysis of the accounts.
Each of the twenty interviews was transcribed by the
investigator

soon

after

its

respective
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completion.

The

transcribed interviews formed the data base for this project.

The Interview

When

compared

personal

interview

advantage

it has

is

with

other

surveying

possesses
that

certain

techniques,

advantages.

the
One

it permits data to be gathered

through loose and informal conversational interchange.

By

minimizing the formality inherent in any research encounter,
the interview encourages a greater degree of rapport between
the researcher and the subject, which facilitates fruitful
discussion.

Another advantage of the interview format is that

it allows the researcher to conduct follow-up inquiry into the
nature

of

responses

understand,

or

to

which
probe

he

or

into

she

does

responses

not
in

initially
which

the

interviewer desires further elaboration.
The method employed in this study was the non-schedule
standardized

interview.

The

non-schedule

standardized

interview, in which the researcher operates from an interview
guide

(as

opposed

questionnaire) ,

to

a

fixed

and

ordinally

arranged

closely parallels what Merton and Kendall

(1946) have referred to as the "focused interview."

Because

the study was exploratory, a relatively unstructured interview
fo!"mat was required.

In the focused interview, "certain types

of

desired

information

are

from

all

respondents

but

the

particular phrasing of questions and their order are redefined
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to fit the characteristics of each respondent"

(Merton and

Kendall 1946, pp. 541-42).
Denzin

( 1989)

standardized
where

points

out

interview technique

standardization

of

that
is

questions

the

non-schedule

advantageous
is

a

in cases

less

relevant

consideration than the standardization of meaning.

The main

restriction in this interview format is that questions "must
be formulated

in words familiar to those interviewed"

(p.

Because this research involved pastors being asked to

105).

expound upon "conversion," a concept they were very familiar
with, the non-schedule standardized interview technique was
deemed most appropriate.
The focused interview strategy assumes that "no fixed
sequence of questions is satisfactory to all respondents [and
that]

the

most

effective

sequence

for

any

respondent

is

determined by his readiness and willingness to take up a topic
as it comes up" (Richardson et al. 1965, p. 51).

This style

of interview thus permits the researcher a certain degree of
freedom in controlling and adapting the interview process to
conform

to

circumstantial

demands.

In

many

cases,

the

interviewer discovers that "respondents will raise important
issues not contained in the schedule, or will even summarize
entire

sections

of

the

schedule

in

one

long

sequence

of

statements" (Denzin 1989, p. 1r6).
Another

assumption

of

the

non-schedule

standardized

interview is that "through careful study of respondents . .
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.the necessary skills can be achieved to tailor the questions
and their sequence so that equivalence of meaning is obtained
for all respondents" (Richardson et al. 1965, p. 51).
each

successive

researcher

interview

becoming

more

with

the

clergymen

knowledgeable

inherent in pastoral terminology.

of

Indeed,

found

the

the

meanings

In fact, as the research

progressed, certain terminologies were incorporated into the
interview questions themselves.
greater

degree

respondents,

but

of

rapport

This not only encouraged a

between

facilitated

the

the

interviewer

acquisition

of

and

relevant

information.
A common weakness of the interview format is that,

as

outsiders, investigators often face the problem of not being
able to interpret a particular group's language.

In this

research, it is believed that this problem was minimized by
the fact that an understanding of the group's language was a
primary objective of the research project.

When a specific

term or concept was employed that required clarification, the
pastors were sometimes asked to elaborate on the meaning of
the

express ion.

In

other

cases,

relevant

concepts

were

progressively clarified as they were repeatedly employed in
the accounts of the respondents.

Nevertheless, possessing a

weak Biblical background, the researcher was very sensitive
to the fact that "all interview forms are susceptible to this
error, and unless investigators can become firmly entrenched
in a group's way of life, they have no assurance that they
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fully understand what is communicated" (Denzin 1989, p. 110).
A second problem often encountered by a researcher in
the interview process sterns from the natural hesitancy of
respondents to tell all in response to certain inquiries.

As

Denzin notes, this phenomenon "may reveal insecurity in the
interviewer's presence, may indicate a commitment to a sense
of

propriety

unknown

misunderstanding

of

to

the

the

interviewer,

question,

or

may

may

indicate

be

a

deliberate

resistance" (1989, p. 111).
This interview drawback represented a definite source of
researcher concern at the of the project.

Considering the

overall nature of the study, there was some fear that Southern
Baptist clergymen would be reluctant to discuss the personal
techniques

they

employed

in

judging

other

(particularly their own congregation members).
extent, this was likely the case.
were conducted, however,

Christians
To a certain

As the actual interviews

it became evident that the pastors

possessed few inhibitions in discussing discretionary methods.
In fact, they appeared to be fascinated with the inquiries.
A

certain

research

advantage

is

offered

by

the

interviewing process in the sense that researchers double as
participant observers.

This provides the

interviewer the

opportunity to judge what Denzin (1989) refers to as "cues of
interaction tension."

There are two prominent advantages to

the observational dimension of the interview.
researcher

is

often

able

to
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tell

when

a

First,

respondent

the
is

uncomfortable with a certain topic.
choose

to

redirect

his

or

her

Hence the interviewer may

question

or

emphasis to another, more comfortable topic.

to

shift

the

Second, in such

circumstances where interviewers are able to judge affect,
they are also able to pick up on non-verbal interactional cues
which may be relevant in the final analysis of the data.

As

will be noted in more detail in Chapter Five of this thesis,
Southern

Baptist

pastors

betrayed

a

certain

element

of

defensiveness when they were asked what criteria they employed
in

deciding

whether

a

certain

person

was

an

appropriate

candidate for baptism.
Reliability and validity become significant sources of
concern in interviewing procedures.

Reliability points to how

well a given set of responses will hold up over time.
the

researcher's

view

that,

unless

the

future

It is

witnesses

massive overhauls in Christian Scripture or Southern Baptist
theology, subsequent researchers interested in exploring the
general views of this denomination's clergymen on conversion
will acquire responses synonymous with those that form the
body of this paper.
Validity refers to how well a given research instrument
measures what it was designed to measure.

Al though no attempt

was made in this research to establish external validity, a
relatively high degree of internal validity is suggested by
the internal consistency of the received accounts.
Typical sources of invalidity in the interview process
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stern from the lack of the researcher to create a fiction of
equality between interviewer and interviewee.
number of

reasons

to believe that

the

There are a

informal

interview

sessions preserved a sense of equality between the interviewer
and the interviewee.
entirely voluntary.

First, the clerics' participation was
Hence the pastors did not feel they were

coerced into the encounter.

Second, the clergymen exhibited

considerable interest in discussing the conversion phenomenon
with someone who demonstrated a genuine interest in the topic.
It is doubtful that they are often asked to consider such
questions.
interview

Likewise, considering the nature of the focused
format,

it

is

unlikely

that

excessively directed in their responses.

the

pastors

felt

Third, the fact that

clerics possessed a far deeper knowledge of Southern Baptist
theology than did the researcher placed them in a position of
authority which probably aided in offsetting any intimidation
that they might have otherwise felt.

Finally,

due to the

nature of their jobs, clergymen are used to talking to persons
they do not necessarily know well.

Thus the interview session

was not likely viewed as threatening.
Overall,
respondents

the
was

degree

appreciably

believed that the

fact

of

rapport

high.

reached

with

Interestingly,

the interviewer was

not a

it

is

Baptist

encouraged pastors to mer= open in their responses to the
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the

questions
otherwise.

regarding

conversion

than would

have

been

true

Indeed, they were able to be more objective with

the issues brought up in the interviews.
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CHAPTER IV

CONVERSION:

BECOMING A CHRISTIAN

Introduction

"Religion,"

to cite Webster,

refers

to

"belief in a

super-human power or powers to be obeyed and worshiped as the
creator(s) and ruler(s) of the universe" (1969:627).
is commonly employed, then,
rules.

In

the

research

As it

the term relates to god(s)

context,

"religion"

and

describes

a

complex interchange of values and practices which draw on the
tenets inherent in a particular doctrine or scripture which
claims to have been divinely disclosed, or at least divinely
inspired.

Claiming "god-rendered" authority, such doctrines

portend to reveal "ultimate" truths regarding the mysteries
of universal existence, to distinguish the sacred from the
profane,
remedial

the spiritual
methods

of

from the worldly,
attaining

personal

and to elaborate
salvation,

or

deliverance from the strife associated with human existence
in some mystical "life after death" (Theodorson and Theodorson
1969,

p.

262).

Above all,

belief are vi tally

however,

instrumental

systems of religious

in shaping the moral

and

ethical codes of the communities which respect them (Durkheim
1915).

Southern Baptists are affiliated with Christianity,
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a

monotheistic religion whose theological principles are based
upon the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, the reputed "Son
of God."

Christianity is an international religion which

claims more than one fifth of the world's population (Saturday
Evening Post 1983).

The sacred text of Christianity is the

Holy Bible, which is jointly comprised of the Old Testament
of the Jews and the New Testament of the Christians.

The

Bible is believed to be "the record of God's revelation of
Himself to man" and is said to have "God for its author,
salvation
error,

for

its end,

and truth,

without any mixture of

for its matter" (Southern Baptist Bible Tract 1963).

For nearly two thousand years,

this book has served as a

cornerstone of the Christian religion.
Modern Christianity contains three major branches:
Roman

Catholic

various

Church,

Protestant

Methodist),

the

churches

although

it

Orthodox
(eg.,

also

Eastern

Church,

Presbyterian,

contains

the
and

Anglican,

numerous

smaller,

independent denominations as well (eg. Christian Scientists,
Jehovah's Witnesses).
thought

have

Denominational variations in Christian

historically

arisen

through

differential

interpretation of Biblical precepts and of "appropriate" means
of worshiping God, the supreme ruler over humankind.
As

Protestant Christians,

Southern Baptists

retain a

fundamental respect for the private and personal nature of
religious

experience.

Protestant

theology

exalts

the

individual worshiper in its deference to the "priesthood of
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the believer," in which individuals are expected to maintain
an "intimate, personal relationship" with their Creator and
to be

"directly responsible to God"

(20) 1 •

This premise

places Southern Baptist theology at odds with that of other
Christian denominations (such as Catholicism), where disciples
are to "communicate" with God in a more formal and indirect
manner,

through mediatory Holy men or other institutional

authorities.
individual

One
is

that

consequence
Southern

of

their

Baptist

respect

churches

for

are

the

highly

democratic organizations, in that "each congregation is free
to ordain, hire and fire pastors and staff; select its own
literature; set its own budget; determine its own membership
and chart its own course" (Saturday Evening Post 1983).

As

of 1983, Southern Baptists comprised the largest Protestant
denomination in the United States with 13.9 million members
(Saturday Evening Post 1983).
For most Christian groups (including Southern Baptists),
the fundamental premises of Christian belief may be deduced
from

a

single

Testament:

revelatory

passage

contained

that whosoever believeth

the

New

in him should not

perish, but have everlasting life." (John 3:16).
not

the

"For God so loved the world, that he gave his only

begotten Son,

is

in

place

to

undertake

an

in-depth

While this
analysis

of

Throughout this paper, respondents will be identified
numerically. Additional information on any of the respondents
or their respective churches may be obtained by consulting the
appropriate reference number in Appendix A.
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Christian doctrine, a brief thematic review is nevertheless
prerequisite

to

subsequent

discussion

of

the

conversion

phenomenon.
The Bible presumes that,
God's

earthly

communion.
first

"children"

"in the beginning," God and

maintained

a

positive

spiritual

Created "in the image" of a "perfect" being, the

humans

were

an

"extension"

of

reflected the Lord's "flawless" character.

God

and

therefore

However, exposure

to "temptations'' presented by Satan, God's chief adversary,
ultimately culminated in humanity's deliberate transgression
of God's principles of righteousness and, consequently, its
"moral" degradation.

Humankind thus fell into "sin":

Man was created by the special act of God,
in His own image, and is the crowning work
of His creation. In the beginning man was
innocent of sin and was endowed by his
Creator with freedom of choice.
By his
free choice man sinned against God and
brought sin into the human race. Through
the temptation of Satan man transgressed
the command of God, and fell from his
original innocence; whereby his posterity
inherit a nature and an environment
inclined toward sin, and as soon as they
are capable of moral action become
transgressors and are under condemnation.
(S. B. Bible Tract 1963)

According to Christian teachings, when Adam (the first
"child" of God) angered God by choosing to disobey the Lord's
will in the Garden of Eden, humankind fell out of God's grace.
Simultaneously

humanity

relinquished
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its

assurance

of

salvation and, hence, its immortality, the reward associated
with obedience to the Lord.

From the moment of this rebellion

at the dawn of human ti~e the world has been plagued with
evil, sin and suffering.

The hope of regaining God's grace

and eternal life was kept alive through the Lord's Covenant
with the Jews, the "chosen" people to whom God had guaranteed
the future coming of a Savior.

This Savior, who was to arise

from among the Jewish ranks, would be "anointed by God" to
deliver the people from their worldly strife and lead them
back into communion with the Lord, for "Only the grace of God
can bring man into His holy fellowship and enable man to
fulfill the creative purpose of God" (S. B. Bible tract 1963).
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is said to have been born
of the Virgin Mary by the power of the "Holy Spirit" (God).
During His lifetime, Jesus preached devoutly the "Word of God"
and exemplified the divine law by His personal obedience and
His own "sinless" life.

Nevertheless, the Savior's claims of

divinity were ultimately rejected by the Jewish leaders of the
age, who eventually turned Him over to the Romans, upon whose
decree He was crucified upon a wooden cross, "and in His death
on the cross He made provision for the redemption of men from
sin" (S. B. Bible tract 1963).
Three days

after His

death

raised Jesus from His grave.

and burial,

however,

God

Subsequently, Jesus appeared

before His devoted followers, commanding them to go forth and
spread His message throughout the world.
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Jesus guaranteed

His disciples that those who believed in Hirn and respected the
Word of God would be granted "eternal life."

Soon thereafter,

He ascended into heaven, and is now "at the right hand of God
where He is the One Mediator, partaking of the nature of God
and of man, and in whose Person is effected the reconciliation
between God and man"

(S.

B.

Bible tract 1963).

Christians

contend that Jesus will, at some future date, "return in power
and glory to judge the world and to consummate His redemptive
mission" (S. B. Bible tract 1963).
The life, persecution, death and resurrection of Jesus
gives Christian believers symbolic assurance that they too,
upon their nortal deaths,

will be resurrected to blissful,

everlasting life in the Kingdom of God.

Christians believe

salvation to be imminent for those who accept "Jesus Christ
as Lord and Saviour, who by His own blood obtained eternal
redemption for the believer"

(S. B. Bible tract 1963).

For

the Southern Baptist, the "acceptance" of (placing of faith
in) Jesus Christ by a prior non-believer has become known as
"conversion. 112

Christians also believe that those who refuse

to recognize the divine nature of Jesus's earthly mission, and
choose to pursue their "worldly"

(self-centered)

and sinful

2 Considering the historic centrality of the concept of
"conversion" .:o the Protestant tradition, it is interesting
to note that the Greek cognate of this term (epistrophe)is
rarely employed in the New Testament. Hood et al. (1973) have
observed that "In its noun form, conversion (epistrophe)
appears only once in the entire New Testament (Acts 15: 3) " (p.

3) •
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lifestyles, will be condemned to eternal misery and damnation
in Hell with Satan:
( Luke 13 : 3 ) .

"Except ye repent, ye shall . . . perish"

For the Christian believer,

the martyrdom of

Jesus Christ is perhaps the most significant event in world
history.
Christian doctrine is inherently critical of egocentric
behavior.

Due to the Bible's central thesis that "Man" is a

self-serving and "fallen" creature in the eyes of God,

its

text emphasizes humanity's need of moral reform and urges the
renunciation of egocentrism for the order-preserving virtues
of cooperativeness and mutual respect.

This sentiment is most

evident in the Biblical passage that Christians often refer
to as the "Golden Rule":

"And as ye would that men should do

to you, do ye also to them likewise" (Luke 6:31).
moral

orientation,

nature.

Indeed,

proclaimed:
disciples,

"By

then,
in

this

is

chiefly

the

Book

shall

all

men

"other-oriented"
John,
know

if ye have love one to another"

the course of the interviews,
confirmed

of

this

premise,

noting

The Bible's

Jesus
that

ye

(13:35).

Himself
are

my

During

one Southern Baptist pastor
that,

when

one

Christian:

(there is] a change from a selfish way of
life to a selfless way of life. That is,
an other-oriented way of life. ''ou' re not
just thinking for yourself.
You become
more willing to share God's love, minister
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in

becomes

a

to, live for, to benefit, others.
Love
God and love your neighbor is the essence
of what the Scripture is all about. And
the one automatically means the other. (2)

Consequently, the Bible elaborates many moral and ethical
imperatives which are to be respected by its followers if they
are to coexist peaceably.

Exemplary of these and fundamental

to Christian doctrine are the Ten Commandments of the Lord,
which detail God's basic requirements of what "thou shalt" do
and not do in seeking God's eternal grace.
normative

premises

is

essential

to

Deference to these

living

"the

Christian

lifestyle" and promoting "neighborly" human relations, which
constitutes the ultimate Will of God:

"For this is the love

of God, that we keep his commandments: and his commandments
are

not

grievous"

(1

John

Transgression

5: 3).

of

them

constitutes an offense against God.
Because the Word and Spirit of God,

the foundation of

this religion, were embodied in the teachings and lifestyle
of

Jesus

Christ,

God

and

Jesus

are

inextricably

sometimes confusingly -- intertwined in the Bible,
were

in the

pastoral

In

accounts.

traditional

and
as they

Christian

theology, Jesus Christ is accredited as being both the Son of
God

and

an

incarnation

of

God

("God

in

the

flesh").

Characteristic of the major branches of Christianity is belief
in

the

doctrine

of

the

Holy

Trinity,

in

which

God

is

symbolically conceived as Creator (Father), Redeemer (Son) and
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Sustainer

(Holy Spirit).

Aside

from this

symbolic union,

however, God is nevertheless respected as the one and only
Lord over mankind: "The eternal God reveals Himself to us as
Father,

Son,

and

Holy

Spirit,

with

distinct

personal

attributes, but without division of nature, essence, or being"
(S. B. Bible tract 1963).

Clerical Views of Conversion:

A Personal Experience

Perhaps the only question to be consistently asked of all
twenty Southern Baptist pastors was the introductory one: If
you were asked to define "conversion," how would you do that?
In their accounts,

the clergymen repeatedly emphasized the

personal nature of this experience.
In the Southern Baptist vocabulary, the term "conversion"
is synonymous with "being born again," "being saved," and/or
"becoming

a

Christian."

Generally

speaking,

conversion

describes a "regenerative" experience in which a previously
apathetic or disbelieving individual who was hitherto "dead
in sin" enters a "communion" with God by surrendering his or
her life to become a believer and "follower" of Jesus Christ.
When one has this experience,
individual.

As

it

was

Jesus becomes "real" to the

described

in

clerical

conversion is essentially a "spiritual experience;"

accounts,
that is,

it is "an internal thing that occurs in the life of an
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individual" (8).

Pointing to his heart, the respondent just

cited observed:

I'm talking about a change right here, in
the very heart of a man.
A spiritual
change. Where it ' s void, where it' s dark,
and where it's dead becomes live with
Jesus Christ. (8)

For

the

Baptist,

conversion

also

involves

a

concurrent

personal "death" and "spiritual renewal" in which a former and
"negative" condition of the "soul" is repudiated in favor of
pledged obedience to God's principles of righteousness

(as

exemplified in the lifestyle and teachings of Jesus Christ).
As mentioned earlier,
associate

with

restoration
Heaven.

the reward that Christians commonly

this

to Holy

transformation

grace,

and

This reward, however,

eternal

is

salvation,

life

or

with God

in

is specifically reserved for

the Christian believer.
Southern
"conversion"

Baptist

clergymen

reported

itself actually refers

to

that

the

word

"a moment where

invite Christ into my life and He becomes real to me"

I

(1).

Conversion thus takes place at a specific point "when I say
'Lord Jesus, I'm sorry for my sins.
my Savior,' and we accept Hirn" (1).
~nd/or

salvation

are

understood

Will you come in and be
Consequently, conversion
to

be

''instantaneous"

achievements:
The conversion itself . . . happens at a
point. (3)
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The conversion experience itself, of being
'born again, ' or 'salvation, ' happens
instantaneously. (15)
There is that moment of commitment of
decision when (conversion) is finalized.
(13)

We're
'saved,'
instantaneously. (11)

'converted, '

The moment an individual accepts and
receives Jesus Christ as Lord of their
life, there is an instant regeneration or
'new birth' that takes place that very
moment. ( 7)

Nevertheless, while the former "transaction" -- of being
born again -- happens of an instant, this "does not mean that
there cannot be events and preconditioning for that that a
person goes through"

(2).

Pastors were quick to note that,

typically, "a person comes to that stage over a long period
of time"

(15).

One pastor spoke for the entire sample when

he observed:

I think it's a process that leads up to
that 'point.'
I think, for many people,
that process may be a long time.
You
know. Many months of hearing the gospel
and thinking about it and so forth.
So I think you'd have to say both
(process and point) are involved. (5)
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The pastors thus recognized the conversion experience to be
both the function of an individual adaptational process and
of a particular moment of personal "decision."

The "split"

conception of conversion was explicated in the statement of
one pastor who likened conversion to marriage:

It's like getting married in a sense of
speaking.
Did
you
get
married
instantaneously or over a long period of
time? . . . It didn't happen all at once.
But there was the courtship, engagement,
what have you.
However, there was that
point at which you did make the commitment
- the total commitment. (13)

The inherent respect of Protestants for the uniqueness
of each individual's experience with God was evidenced in the
clerical accounts of conversion.

Pastors invariably contended

that there is no "standard" conversion experience, however one
comes

to

that

point;

or,

as

one

clergyman

everybody came to Christ in the same way"
acknowledged

that

this

process

varies

put
( 15) .

in

it:

"Not

Clerics

length

from

individual to individual and is normally affected by a vast
array of psychological and sociological factors.

Indeed, the

only way that all conversions could be considered the "same,"
it was remarked,

"is that everybody comes to that point of

seeing themselves 'lost,' without God, without hope, and that
they need Jesus Christ as their savior" (3).
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In their accounts, Southern Baptist clergymen most often
described conversion as a "relationship" that an individual
enters into with God through his or her initial commitment to
Jesus Christ.

In these descriptions,

an analogy was often

employed comparing being born into one's biological family and
being "born into the family of God."
was

argued,

a

definite

and

With either "birth," it

irrefutable

relationship

is

established between the "newborn" and his/her "creator(s)."
The following statement is exemplary:

Conversion is being born into the family
of God. Just like you were born into your
family. That is something that happened.
You were born into that family. Well, we
believe that [when you convert] you are
born
into the
family
of God.
A
relationship
is
established.
And
relationships don't change.
It doesn't
matter what you do, you can't take that
away. ( 3)

Following this logic, one is led to conclude that a person who
is genuinely converted and "born into the family of God" will
establish an eternal relationship between himself or herself
and the Lord.
that

Indeed the researcher was repeatedly assured

"Baptists

experience -

a

believe

that

'conversion'

if
-

you

have

had

a

genuine

that that cannot be undone"

( 12) .

The clergymen also observed that, upon one's conversion,
he or she enters into a "fellowship" with God.
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In effect, the

status of the relationship just described is contingent upon
the degree of fellowship that a "child of God" maintains with
the

Lord.

While

relationships

remain

fixed

constants,

fellowships, it was argued, are contrarily indeterminate and
may be broken through disobedience to authority.

Another

analogy was invoked to clarify this idea:

It's like a child born into a family.
There are times that our father may not
be speaking to us.
He may be angry, or
we may be upset with him.
And the
fellowship
is
broken.
But
the
relationship doesn't change. He's still
our dad: still our father. It is that way
in Christian life. And I think that's the
reason Jesus used the illustration of "new
birth" in John 3.
Because once the
relationship is established, it doesn't
change. But fellowship is dependent upon
our obedience to Him from that point on.
( 6)

Consequently,

degree of fellowship constitutes a

dimension of conversion.

"quality"

From the pastors' point of view, a

"good" or "committed" Christian could be defined as one who
closely abides by God's will,
degree

of

fellowship

with

thereby maintaining a

the

Lord.

high

Conversely,

an

"uncommitted" Christian could be conceived as one who has
transgressed

God's

principles

of

righteousness,

hence

weakening his or her fellowship with God.
Baptists call the latter phenomenon -- of being out of
fellowship with God -- "backsliding".
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It was understood that

every Christian will "stumble" or "fall" at some point in
their attempt to remain obedient to the Lord.
noted,

however,

that

periodic

disobedience

It was also
to

Christian

principles does not imply the loss of salvation:

We believe that you become a child of God
through faith in Jesus Christ.
As a
child, as a member of a family, you may
become a disobedient child. And God may
come and discipline you.
But we do not
believe that you can be unconverted or
'lost' again. (20)

The expected outcome of backsliding is acknowledgement
of one's "disobedience" and a consequent desire to reaffirm
one's

relationship

with

Baptists

God.

thus

distinguish

"rededication" from conversion.

When one backslides, they do

not need to be "reconverted."

They are still saved.

merely need to reconcile themselves with the Lord.

They

A number

of the clergymen noted that many of the apparent conversions
taking place at church revivals or altar calls are,
probability,

rededications

Hence,

Baptists

when

being made

speak

of

in all

by church members3 •

"rededication,"

they

are

"speaking of a person that has definitely been converted, but
has somewhat wandered from Christ and the church, and they've

3
In their 197J article, "Conversion at a Billy Graham
Crusade: Spontaneous Event or Ritual Performance?," Hood et
al. found this to be the case in a larger revivalistic
setting.
Clerical accounts provided grounds to assume that
Hood et al.'s conclusions might be generalizable to other,
smaller-scale church functions as well.
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come back for a closer walk" (20).
It would appear, however, that conceptualizing conversion
in terms of both relationship and fellowship would eventually
raise

some

interesting

conceptual

theologians to ponder.

questions

For example,

for

Baptist

if salvation is not

necessarily contingent upon the maintenance of fellowship with
the Lord, how, if possible, could a pastor or other observer
distinguish an uncornmi tted Christian from a non-Christian?
This question will indeed be considered at a later point in
this paper.
Southern

Baptist evangelist

Billy Graham

(1965)

once

observed that:

The
word
'conversion'
means
simply
'turning. '
From the beginning of the
Bible to the end, God pleads with man to
turn to Hirn
(Prov. I:23; Isa. 31:6;
59:20; Ezek. 14:6; 18:32; 33:9; Joel 2:12;
Matt. 18:3; Acts 3:19; Heb. 6:1). (p. 149)

In the course of the interviews,

more than a

few Southern

Baptist pastors echoed Graham, employing the term "turning"
or "turn" at some point in their descriptions of what that
phenomenon entailed.
invoked,

however,

it

Whatever specific terminology was
was

evident

from

the

accounts

that

conversion "definitely constitutes at-urning point in one's
life" (12).

The following citations exemplify this view:
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[Conversion is] easiest defined as saying
that it's a turning away from disobedience
to God, turning toward obedience. (18)
[Conversion is)
a
spiritual
turning
around.
And it involves moving from a
pattern of life that the scripture would
term 'sin,' 'living in sin' or 'in the
world, ' . . . through a recognition of God's
grace in Christ. (2)

Such statements reinforce the idea that conversion involves
the adoption of a new source of authority -- in this case, the
new authority is the "Will of God."
In the Southern Baptist universe of discourse, conversion
entails a turning to God through acceptance of Jesus Christ.
Consequently,

when

one

converts

one

"converts,"

to

Christianity rather than to a specific denomination of this
faith.

Accordingly,

denominational

pastors

"switching"

which

acknowledge
often

occurs

that

the

within

the

Christian tradition does not constitute "conversion."

The

general view of Southern Baptists is:

We believe that people can be converted,
and be what we call 'being saved,' in any
denominational group. (20)

Conversion thus occurs when a first-time commitment is made
to

becoming

a

disciple

Christendom,

however,

denomination

is

of
the

believed

Christ.

Within

selection
to
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be

of

simply

the
a

"a

realm

of

particular
matter

of

personality."

One must merely ask oneself:

"' What kind of

worship do I feel comfortable with?'" (15).
Despite clerics' contention that there are no standard
conversion experiences, a number of generalities relating the
occurrence of this phenomenon were apparent in their accounts.
A description of these follows.
Pastors

noted

that

the

experience

begins

when

an

individual becomes conscious of humankind's overall sinful
condition,

as

well

as

of

his

or

her

own

personal

"imperfection" when contrasted with the "perfection" of God
(as witnessed through Jesus Christ).

At that time "they are

brought to the point that they see themselves as they really
are in the light of Jesus Christ" (9):

(Conversion is] the experience or the
change that happens in a person's life
when they reach the point of realizing
that they are lost . . . . Realizing, you
know, 'There's something about my life
that's not what it ought to be. I'm lost.
I don't have a relationship with God. (1)

Conversion thus becomes possible when a person develops
a cognitive awareness that they are not behaving in accord
with the Will of God, because "you've got to understand that
you're a sinner before you can be saved; and if you don't
think you've made God mad; if you don't think you've sinned
against God, then you can't be saved"
pastors

repeatedly

observed

that
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( 16) .

cognitions,

Nevertheless,
in

and

of

themselves,
Salvation

are

insufficient

requires

much

for

more

promoting

than

a

conversion.

perception

of

one's

"unrighteous" behavior.
According to clergymen, this comparative self-evaluation
will

incite

a

certain sense

of

anxiety

in

the

potential

convert, and "when I look at my character compared to God's
character, I feel and see the need of a change that needs to
take place":

'Convert' means 'to change,' 'to switch.'
And the person realizes that 'I need to
do something.
And the something that I
need to do is to invite Jesus Christ to
come into my life, to repent of my sins
and let Him become my savior and my Lord. '
(14)
The accent here is on the word "need."

Pastors noted that,

unless a person acknowledges his or her need of salvation,
they

will

see

no

need

for

conversion.

characteristic of "lost" people,

A

fundamental

the pastors contended,

is

their inherent feeling of "self-sufficiency," or lack of need.
In such cases:

The Lord will oftentimes put them in a
circumstance where they realize that they
are not self-sufficient.
The 'selfsufficiency' has to be laid aside, and
they've got to realize 'Hey, I've got a
need.
I need a savior. And that's when
the
Holy
Spirit
convicts
them
and
convinces them that Jesus is that Savior.
(6)
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Employing Southern Baptist terminology, this period of
self-reproach is symptomatic of the individual who has "come
under conviction" by God.

"Conviction" describes a time of

critical self-evaluation and personal moral reckoning which
is typically accompanied by anxious feelings of shame and
guilt.
period.

Accordingly, it is contended to be a highly emotional
Conviction is interpreted as evidence that God is,

more or less, chastising the individual sinner.

To cite one

pastor:

They feel what we call 'convicted.' It's
a sense of shame and repulsion toward what
we understand, and the Bible teaches us,
to be 'sin.' Now, of course, we believe
that that conviction is primarily by God;
that this is where God, the Holy Spirit,
touches us and enlightens us and helps us
to see that. (13)

In the Southern Baptist view, corning under conviction is
a necessary prerequisite of conversion.

Unless one has come

under conviction, it was invariably argued, concern for one's
"salvation" would not arise in the first place:

That concern would not really kindle, nor
would it be brought to a culmination,
until a conviction came from God.
And
that being the very fact of the Holy
Spirit Himself convicting an individual
and then they realize that they t.~ve a
need, or that they realize that they are
lost.
Then can an individual find
. their
need
to
be
regenerated
or
converted. ( 9)
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A number of pastors reported that,
"conviction"

( and

hence

conversion) ,

in Baptist thought,
is

dependent

upon

a

person first reaching what Christian theologians often refer
to as the "age of accountability;" that is,

"when there is

the personal ability to draw a distinction between right and
wrong"

( 4)

and

to

accept personal

consequences of one's own actions.

responsibility

for

the

When one develops this

discretionary capacity he or she becomes accountable not only
to human authorities, but also to the Supreme Authority, God:

When we come to 'age of accountability' - and that is when we know the difference
between right and wrong, and when we know
that the things we are doing are not only
against society but against [God] -- then
we need salvation. (11)

Thus

conviction

is

perceived

to

be

a

function

of

an

individual's moral development.
As was the case with cognitions, however, it was often
pointed

out

that

emotionality

or

guilt

alone

is

not

a

sufficient precondition for producing a genuine conversion.
As one pastor noted, "a lot of people have been misled by an
emotional experience"

(7).

Emotional periods come and go.

True conversion, however, is a sustaining experience wrought
by conviction by God.

Temporary feelings of guilt emanating

from a specific action perceived by an individual as "wrong"
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will

not

necessarily

result

in

•

4

convers 1.on .

While

the

emotions are involved in the conversion experience, the pastor
previously cited jokingly noted that, "if I based my salvation
or my conversion experience [solely] on how I felt,

lots of

times on Monday morning I'd be just as 'lost' as I could be"
( 7) •

A personal desire or need to change, however, must be
supplemented by a willful choice on the part of the individual
to do so, because, as one pastor put it,

"as much as we're

willing to give up of ourselves and what we want to do is the
degree that we grow in the image of the Lord Jesus Christ"
(8).

To again cite Graham:

The will is necessarily involved in
conversion.
People pass through mental
conflicts and emotional crises without
being converted. Not until they exercise
the prerogative of a free moral agent and
will to be converted are they actually
converted. (1965, p. 156)

A parallel sentiment was reflected in the accounts rendered
by the Southern Baptist pastors.
a

For a conversion to occur,

deliberate choice must be made by a penitent to accept

Christ and to abide by His principles of righteousness.

The

following two statements are exemplary:

4
Pastors noted that conventional social morality and
Christian morality are not always commensurate.
Hence one
can suffer pangs of guilt sanctioned by his or her social
conscience, which do not always indicate "conviction" by God.
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We must know that we have sinned and that
Jesus Christ died for our sins on the
cross.
And, by an act of the will, we
have received Hirn as our savior. (5)
[Conversion] is that experience that takes
place when an individual makes the
decision within themselves that they do
not want to live a life any longer that
is in opposition to God's will and way.
. And so they make a deliberate,
conscious choice that they do not want to
live in that way and be that kind of
person anymore. (13)

Overall,

there was a consensus among the Southern Baptist

pastors that "true" conversion reflects a personal decision
involving the intellect, the emotions, and the will.

Again,

one pastor spoke for all when he pointed out that:

A lot of people confuse a conversion
experience with an emotional experience.
And a real conversion experience does
touch your emotions.
But it's also a
decision made intellectually.
But also
a decision made of the will. It involves
the intellect, the emotions and the will.
We willfully give our lives to Jesus
Christ. (6)

How is conversion inspired?
cosmology,
regarded

the
as

"Holy Spirit"

the

primary

In terms of Southern Baptist

( or the "Spirit of God")

motivational

associated with Christian conversion.

or

causal

is

factor

This fact is clearly

evidenced in a passag~ excerpted from a Southern Baptist Bible
tract (1963):
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The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God. He
inspired holy men of old to write the
Scriptures.
Through illumination He
enables men to understand truth.
He
exalts Christ.
He convicts of sin, of
righteousness and of judgment. He calls
men
to
the
Saviour,
and
effects
regeneration.
He cultivates Christian
character, comforts believers, and bestows
the spiritual gifts by which they serve
God through His church.
He seals the
believer unto the day of final redemption.
His presence in the Christian is the
assurance of God to bring the believer
into the fulness of the stature of Christ.
He enlightens and empowers the believer
and the church in worship, evangelism,
and service.

Accordingly, pastors acknowledged that, in the final analysis,
"(t)he only one who can convert is the Spirit of God"

(8).

To cite another respondent:

The Holy Spirit motivates the
to respond in faith to the
Christ; that He has died for
and will take away their sin.

individual
claims of
their sins
(2)

Healey (1967) has observed that the term "Holy Spirit,"
as it is employed in Christian theology, "usually signifies
divine energy at work: in creation, in the support of life,
and in the mind of man,"

and is "often recognized in the

occurrence of the unusual, whether in men or in nature" (p.
34).

Healy also points out that, in conventional Christian

dialogue, the Holy Spirit constitutes a seemingly unlimited
and prolific force:
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The work of the Holy Spirit, it would
appear, cannot be confined to the Church
and its members. Indeed, in its mission
the Church is called to recognize, and to
respond to, the activity of the Holy
Spirit
in
the
spirit
of
man,
in
individuals, and in community life, beyond
the bounds of the Church. (p. 35)

Not surprisingly,
conversions

reflect

conversions

are

individuals.

Baptists thus contend that Christian
a

"supernatural

ultimately

act"

solicited

by

(2);
God,

that
not

is,
by

Consequently, Christianity is conceived to be

a "revealed religion":

We Baptists believe that Christianity is
a revealed religion.
It is not a
philosophical search for God. We are in
the position to be converted when God has
made contact with us. Not when we've made
contact with God. (4)

How does God "make contact" with a given individual?

The

Holy Spirit is understood to communicate with specific persons
through the "Word of God."

This notion was at least implicit

in the accounts of all of the Southern Baptist respondents.
One Christian scholar has observed that:

[The Word of God] is frequently linked
with the Spirit in the New Testament
writings, as if to stress that it is
through the Word of God that the Spirit
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of God is accustomed to act.
In each of
these
passages,
.the two
are
integrally connected. The Word of God is
the very sword which the Spirit uses.
(Green 1970, p. 149)

As

with

the

Holy

Spirit,

"Word

dimensions in the Christian dialect.

of

God"

has

many

Again consulting Healey

(1967) for a definitive account:

Word of God, while used in several ways,
means essentially that God,
who is
infinite and would otherwise be entirely
hidden from man, has expressed and does
express himself. Word is to be understood
in the general sense of 'utterance,' a
'making outer,' and therefore, in so far
s i t is intelligible, as a self-revealing.
Such
utterance
is
not,
however,
necessarily verbal.
In theology, the
'Word of God' is used mainly in four ways.
First, and primarily, it designates Christ
as in his person and work the perfect
expression of God . . . . Second, it is
applied to the Scriptures, as written
testimony to God's self-revealing. Third,
it is used in connection with the
preaching of the Gospel. Fourth, but less
frequently,
it
is
applied
to
the
sacraments.
This
fourfold
use
is
sometimes distinguished as 'the Word of
God, ' 'the Word of God written, ' 'the Word
of God preached, ' and 'the Visible Word. '
(1967, pp. 76-77)

Corroborating Healey's appraisal, the clerical accounts
made it clear that the Word of God could not be limited to the
written or spoken Word.

In the course of the interviews, one

respondent elaborated on the important role that the Word of
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God played in his ministry:

If there's a thousand people out here [in
the congregation] on Sunday morning,
there's a thousand needs out there at
least.
There's no man alive that could
preach to all those needs in one message.
It's an impossibility.
But the Holy
Spirit can.
He could take what I say
about doing whatever God's wanting to do
in preparation, and He could take what I
say and hit someone in an area that's not
even alert to that message, and deal with
'em in their heart, and doing whatever He
needs to do in that person's life . .
What I 'rn concerned about is trying to
touch that life with the Word of God. (1)

Implicit within the pastoral accounts was the idea that,
in

exacting

conversion,

the Word

and Spirit

of

God must

somehow infiltrate and become domiciled within the "darkened"
spirit

of

man,

for

" ( i) t

is

converted" (Little 1966, p. 42).
alluded to

the

the

spirit

of

man

is

The pastor cited above also

reciprocity which exists

between the Holy

Spirit and the Word of God:

A lot of people take [the Bible] and study
it inadvertently.
And they look at it
just as they would another piece of
literature. And they read and study these
things and it doesn't mean much to them.
And the reason it doesn't is because the
only one who can interpret the Word of God
is the Holy Spirit. And if we don't have
the Holy Spirit within us, . . . then we
don't have the means of interpreting that
Word of God into activity in our life. (1)
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that

To

grasp

the

fundamentals

of

this

idea,

one

pastor

insisted, it becomes necessary to note that "man is made up
of three things according to the Scripture,
about body, soul and spirit" (1)

(which]

talks

(See 1 Thessalonians 5:23).

"Body," as one might expect, merely relates to the "physical
aspect" of a person.

"Soul," on the other hand, is referent

to the "personality" of an individual 5 •

What one must take

into account, however, is that the "spirit" constitutes the
"the spark of life" and "the very being of man" (15).
a

"change"

which

affects

the

spirit

of

a

Hence,

person

will

presumably affect a subsequent change in his or her soul and
behavior.

Accordingly, it is with the "spiritual part of man"

which God communicates through His Word.
Modern humanity -- at least those of its members that
are

"lost"

(and

are,

therefore,

described as being "void in spirit."
the case, however.

non-Christians)

was

This has not always been

Before Adam's initial disobedience to the

law of the Lord at the dawn of time, one pastor noted, "man
related to God in Spirit."

But, "when man sinned against God,

then this part of him was withdrawn" (14):

When sin entered the picture -- which
means, simply, violating God's rule and
God's reign and God's authority in our
life -- that's what sin basically is
When that happened, then (man's spirit]
5

In Baptist theology, this pastor observed, a person's
"soul" is inevitably divided into three parts: the intellect,
the emotions and the will.
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became darkened, and man no longer related
with his environment, or anything else,
by spirit.
He began to relate, in his
environment, by his soul and body. (8)

Sinful

individuals,

according to Baptist theologians,

lack "holiness" of spirit.
world

strictly

through

Essentially, they relate to the
their

"souls"

and

"bodies."

Consequently, they are conceived as being self-centered and
driven by the desire for self-satisfaction.

One desiring to

become Christian, however, must be "willing" to denounce this
"innate" tendency and to respond to the Word of God, thereby
receiving the Holy Spirit into their lives, for the will "is
the doorway that opens up to our spirit" (8).

At this stage,

a person must confess his or her sins before God and commit
himself or herself to absolving themselves of those sins.
Only with "repentance" can a "true" conversion take place.
Conversion

was

summed

up

in

all

its

mystery

respondent:

Conversion is something that takes place
in the spiritual nature of the individual.
It is something which happens inside of
a person at the foundation of that
person's being . . . . An alteration takes
place, and there is born within that
person then a portion of the life, the
light, of God Himself, which becomes a
part of that person's being ... The old
person is still there, but [the Spirit]
of God is born into that individual. (15)
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by

a

Judging

from

pastoral

accounts,

this

"alteration"

represents a deep-rooted change affecting the very heart, or
spirit, of an individual.
intangible thing.

Therefore, conversion itself is an

It cannot be observed.

As one pastor

reflected:

That's part of the mystery of it, is that,
as far as physically looking at that
person, you know, at the moment [of their
conversion), you can't tell. . . . It's
an
inward
experience
between
them,
personally, and Jesus. (20)

For the Baptist, this "mysterious" experience is of the utmost
significance

for

an

individual.

Conversion

reflects

a

sinner's "new birth" in the light of Jesus Christ and his or
her entrance into the family of God.

Consequently, it assures

one of his or her salvation.

Summary

To summarize what has been presented in this section,
one can pinpoint several requisites of "becoming a Christian"
from the viewpoints expressed by Southern Baptist clergymen.
First and
foundation

foremost,
of

that

an

individual must believe,

person's

being,

that

from the

"(t)he

God ... loved me, and gave himself for me'' (Gal; 2:20).

Son

of

He or

she must possess faith in the basic "truths" associated with
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the gospel of Christianity

(ie.,

belief in God,

belief in

Christ and the divine nature of Jesus's redemptive mission).
Second, a person must reach a turning point in his or her
life in which they have been brought under conviction and
exhibit remorse.

A person must consciously acknowledge to

oneself that he or she is a sinner by Christian standards.
This is a function of a person's moral development and of
reaching the age of accountability.
Third, the same individual must realize a need for his
or her own salvation, and subsequently, a need for a savior.
A person

must

capacity,

to

then

be

repent,

or

willing,
to

to

resist

the

utmost

engagement

of

human

in,

those

behaviors which the Spirit and Word of God condemn.

To cite

one Christian scholar:

Repentance does not mean simply that you
are sorry for the past.
To be sorry is
not enough; You must repent. This means
that you must turn your back on sins.
(Graham 1965, p. 159)

Fourth, an individual must "commit their life to become
a follower of Christ"

(Graham 1965, p.

160).

This entails

putting one's full and unconditional trust in Jesus as one's
personal savior.
in

response

conversion.

to

Temporary adherence to Christian principles
periods

True

of

conversion

dedication.
80

emotional
is

distress

willful

and

is

not

prolonged

Finally, the term "conversion" carries with it numerous
connotations.

For one, conversion (or salvation), is said to

be instantaneous and to happen at a certain "point," although
it

is recognized that there is usually a period of self-

evaluation which

precedes

it.

Second,

the

circumstances

surrounding conversion vary from individual to individual.
Third, conversion is a lasting thing.

When one converts, he

or she establishes a permanent relationship with the Lord,
although

it

is

understood

that

the

quality

of

that

relationship may be affected by periods of "backsliding" or
disobedience to divine law.

Lastly,

and most

important,

conversion is described as being a "spiritual experience."
Therefore, the "point" of conversion itself cannot be seen,
not even rationally examined, as I am attempting here.
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CHAPTER V

CONVERSION AND BEHAVIOR

Conversion and Baptism

Southern
interesting

Baptist

clergymen

situation

when

it

find

comes

official functions for the church.
capacity,

the

pastors

are

to

in

exercising

an

their

In their authoritative

ordained

congregations to assume certain

themselves

by

their

responsibilities

respective
( ie.,

to

serve as chief church administrator as well as minister and
counselor

for

occupational

the

duties,

congregation
the

members).

clergymen

are

Among

charged

their

with

the

responsibility of administering baptismal rites to "converts."
In this role, they become sensitized "convert observers."
A central feature of the Baptist faith (based upon the
practices of a New Testament prophet), "baptism" refers to a
ceremonial demonstration event which serves to symbolize an
individual's "transformation" from non-Christian to Christian.
Because Baptists "believe that the Bible says that you have
to publicly affirm your faith"

(16), this institutionalized

ritual provides new converts with a ready means of fulfilling
that obligation.

The New Testament records that Christ felt

obliged to be baptized by John the Baptist.
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When challenged

by the latter why He,

the Son of God,

baptized by a mere prophet,
becometh

us

to

Recollecting

fulfil

this

felt the need to be

Jesus responded:

all

righteousness"

Biblical

passage,

"for thus it
(Matt.

Southern

3:15).
Baptist

theologians often refer to baptism as an "act of obedience:"

Baptism is an act of obedience based upon
a person having been saved. Because what
baptism really is, according to Romans,
Chapter Six, is a picture of what has
spiritually transpired in the heart of an
individual. (8)

Simultaneously baptism functions as the formal rite de passage
(Von Gennep 1960) from nonmember to member of a given Baptist
congregation.
Baptism essentially takes the form of having one's head
or body momentarily submerged in water at the hands of an
ordained clergyman.

The ceremony indicates that one has been

"washed free of sin by the death and rising from the dead of
Jesus

Christ"

(Matt.

3: 6-7) .

An

individual who

receives

baptism attests his or her faith in the "final resurrection
of

the

dead. "

Hence

Baptist

theology

has

historically

reserved this ritual for "believers," or "converts," only:

Christian Baptism is the immersion of a
be] iever in water in the name of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. It
is an act of obedience symbolizing the
believer's faith in a crucified, buried,
and risen Saviour, the believer's death
to sin, the burial of the old life, and
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the resurrection to walk in newness of
life in Christ Jesus.
It is a testimony
to his faith in the final resurrection of
the dead.
Being a church ordinance, it
is prerequisite to the privileges of
church membership and to the Lord's
Supper. (S. B. Bible Tract 1963)

Clerics were agreed that, if one wishes to imitate the
Lord Jesus Christ,

"when one is converted,

next thing he wants to do" ( 10).
desiring baptism

[baptism is] the

A newly converted individual

is obliged to address this

request to a

The decision to perform a

member of the Baptist clergy.

baptism is left to clerics' discretion.
Consistent

with

Baptist

theology,

performance

of

a

baptism implies that a preliminary determination must be made
regarding the genuineness of a given individual's conversion
experience.

However,

some central theological premises to

which Southern Baptists adhere serve to prohibit, or at least
discourage, the passing of such judgments by observers.
As noted in the last chapter, for example, a prominent
theme in Protestant theology is the notion of the "priesthood
of the believer," which presumes Christians are to maintain
a

personal

relationship with the Lord and to be directly

accountable only to God.

In conjunction, Baptists respect the

"competency of the soul" when it comes to making a "decision
for Christ."
has

the

They assume that "the individual themself [sic]

responsibility

and

the

privilege

of

making

that

individual's decision between them [sic] and Jesus" (20).
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Such premises function to individualize the Christian
experience and to effectively subjectify and privatize the
relationship between a given believer and God.

Accordingly,

clergymen understand conversion to be unobservable.

Retention

of these notions suggests that objective judgments concerning
the "reality" of another individual's conversion experience
are technically unfeasible.
Consequently, when interviewed, the respondents exhibited
a certain discomfort with the position that their gatekeeper
role placed them in and were somewhat defensive regarding the
integrity

with

Repeatedly,

which

clerics

this

function

underscored

the

was

fact

carried

that

out.

baptism

is

merely a symbolic means of expression: "Baptism has nothing
to do with an individual's conversion • . . . It just simply
pictures this after a conversion" (9).

Some went on to note

that, strictly according to Baptist theology, "Baptism is not
. essential to salvation"

( 13) .

As will be recalled,

however, baptism is prerequisite to church membership.
The

clergymens'

disjunction

of

the

"real"

from

the

symbolic apparently aided them to psychologically minimize
the significance of their decisions regarding the genuineness
of a given individual's conversion experience.

Nevertheless,

a degree of discomfort was evident when the clerics were asked
what criteria they did employ when evaluating the "reality"
of another person's conversion when they were approached to
do so.

The following section considers this issue.
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The Decision to Baptize

In Southern Baptist churches,

official invitations to

"receive Christ" and be "converted" are offered in various
social settings, the majority of these being extended at the
conclusion
call"),
sessions,

of

at

certain church

church

or

in

services

revivals,

visitations

during
made

by

(during the
pastoral
church

congregation members to a private residence.

"alter

counseling

officials

or

An individual

who has made a "decision for Christ" in any of these settings
(or who had made this decision beforehand and in private) and
wishes to testify publicly to that effect must first confront
a Baptist clergyman with his or her desire to be baptized.
Each of the twenty respondents included in the sample
conceded that they personally counseled with individuals who
expressed an interest in baptism before administering these
rites.
according

The
to

length of counseling sessions usually varies
the

social

setting

and

the

particular

circumstances in which they take place, as do the methods of
evaluation employed by pastors in arriving at their decisions.
These counseling sessions essentially function as question and
answer periods where personal testimonies are witnessed and
assessments are made regarding the extent to which the content
of

the

testimonies

coincides

with

clerics'

understanding of the conversion experience.

And,

personal
as

one

pastor confessed, "sometimes that's hard to do in just a two
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minute conversation at the altar,

or fifteen minutes in [a

church] office" (1).
Percentage wise, the majority of baptisms performed by
Southern Baptist clergymen originate from positive responses
to altar calls overtly geared toward soliciting "decisions"
for Jesus Christ.

Altar calls are typically extended at the

conclusion of Sunday's one or more formal worship services.
The

immediacy

with

which

baptismal

rites

are

actually

administered varies from church to church.
The

period

"decision"

and

of

time

his

congregation size.

or

that

her

elapses

baptism

is

between
often

a

person's

affected

by

In smaller churches, for example, baptisms

may be performed on the spot,

whereas larger churches may

reserve a certain day of the month or year for conducting
these rituals.

In the former case (and largely owing to time

constraints), counseling sessions are necessarily brief.
these

churches,

one

cleric

remarked,

"the whole

usually be settled in five minutes" (2) at the altar.

In

thing' 11
Pastors

have little time for assessing the genuineness of a person's
professed conversion experience.

Consequently, they merely

demand an "affirmation or reaffirmation of their conversion
experience"

(16).

The clergyman cited earlier went on to

confirm this:

Given the 'immediacy' part that I was
telling you about, you don't have a lot
of time to ask them questions.
You do,
and you ask if they were converted -- to
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say something about that and where. And
if they can and -- I guess -- know the
language and identify with some of the
feelings about it and vocabulary about it,
then your assumption is that their request
is an honorable one. (2)
In such cases, baptisms were granted solely on the basis of
a person's profession of conversion.
With larger congregations, where immediate baptism could
monopolize

too

much

time,

counseling

sessions

with

"new"

converts are more likely to take place in a pastor's office.
Despite the advantages that this setting would seem to offer
pastors, these sessions are frequent·ly not much lengthier nor
more

in

depth

Respective

than

those

variations

in

taking
approach

place

at

aside,

the

one

altar.

clergyman

described the general simplicity of the procedure involved in
these encounters as he personally understood them to occur:

Usually, you go over what Baptists call
'God's plan of salvation.'
And I use
scriptures out of Romans pretty much for
that. Wherein you seek to find out if the
person has really come to the place where
they know that without Christ they are
lost.
You're not going to move in that
direction until you realize that you don't
have something you need.
And then [you
go] through the steps of realizing that
Christ did die for our sins.
And then,
you accept that in prayer.
That's the
general procedure. (12)

In

sum,

consultation

clerical
sessions

reports

were

not
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indicated

excessively

that

these

foreboding

or

trial-like for the individual requesting baptism.

Indeed,

they seemed to be more of an "Are you sure you know what you
are doing?"

encounter than a

"Prove to me you have been

converted" confrontation.
As converts themselves, pastors are sensitive to the fact
that conversion is, after all, a subjective experience, making
"negative"

judgments

strictly

on

the

basis

of

personal

testimony difficult, if not impossible, assessments to defend.
As

one

cleric

acknowledged,

persons

"usually

respond

[to

pastoral inquisition] by saying 'Yes, I will receive Christ.'
And that's really all you have to go on at the moment" (12;
emphasis mine) .
accept

their

quotations

Consequently,
testimony

exemplify

at

the common procedure is to

face

clerics'

value.

logic

when

The
asked

weighted verbal testimony:

That's all that any of us have to deal
with. You know. If you say that you have
had that experience with the Lord, then
I can't dispute that.
I don't have any
right to do that. You know. That's when
the Bible says 'Judge not lest ye be
judged.'
That's exactly what it is
talking about - salvation . . . . I can't
judge anyone else, whether or not they've
been saved. If they say they have, then
I have to accept that. (15)
Only the individual and God knows whether
they were truly born again, or whether
they've been converted or not. By their
light,
by their witness,
by
their
testimony. We have to take that by faith .
. . . But I've got to go by faith, at face
value, 'I've accepted Jesus.' (11)
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following
how

they

You don't know where they've come from and
you don't know where they' re at. The only
thing that I can do is trust the Lord,
'cause He's not gonna make any mistakes.
I can't go on my own understanding, 'cause
I don't know the individual. He does. (9)

Of course,

this is not to say that clerics are always

comfortable with their decision to baptize.

It merely means

that at the time of the counseling session they are usually
presented with no overt cues which require them to dispute
the "reality" of another's personal experience with the Lord.
Pastors are well aware that at least some persons requesting
baptism possess alternative motivations

for doing so,

and

therefore may act "humbly," in accord with what they perceive
to be the "part" of a penitent.
The respondents readily acknowledge the pressure that
peer and other social forces put on certain individuals to
become a

member of

a

religious

group

and that there

are

"certain churches that it's community prestige to belong to
that church" ( 18) .
are

youth.

Particularly vulnerable to social pressure

Pastors

consistently

identified

young

adults

between the ages of twelve and twenty, who were "children of
people already attending church" (17), as primary candidates
for a "conversion;" "over the age of twenty,

.

.

. the older

one gets, the less frequent we see people converted" (5).

The

clerics also expressed the belief that certain psychic states
or

particular

emotional

experiences
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may

sometimes

"fool"

persons into believing that they have had a genuine conversion
experience when they might really have not,
which clergymen were attuned.

a situation to

One pastor noted that, in his

counseling sessions:

I 1 is ten then as I ask questions for
anything that would indicate that it was
just an intellectual kind of conversion
or an emotional one. But sometimes it is
strictly emotional.
They've been out
drinking, or doing drugs, or having sex,
and they know it ' s wrong. And there ' s the
shame and guilt, and they've come weeping
and emotionally just ashamed and purging
themselves -- an emotional catharsis -and they identify that as a conversion.
When it may or may not be, you see. (13)

Typically,

however,

skepticism or doubt on the part of a

pastor will not yield denial of an individual's request for
baptism.

This fact was implicit in statements such as the

following:

Well, when you come right down to the last, to
the final analysis of it, you really can't.
Because you can have your questions about it,
but -- and I guess I've baptized some that I
was really a little bit unsure about within
myself -- but when they insist that they've had
this experience, you don't really have anything
to go on except their request to be baptized.
(12)
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I would never (deny someone a baptism],
even though I might be skeptical about it.
If they answer the questions that I ask
them, and I have no Biblical basis for
turning them down, I can't turn them down.
So I've never turned one down. (16)
All you can do is accept their word . . .
And if someone says 'I've [had a
conversion experience] and I know that
Christ has come into my life,' then all
I can do is accept their word. The only
person they really deceive is themselves
if they say 'Well, yeah, I've had it,' but
they haven't.
They decide themselves.
They're the ones who will suffer the cost
of deception, not me. (3)
( If I am skeptical,] I very carefully lead
them back to the Scriptures, to the Bible,
to show them what God defines conversion
to be, and what we therefore must do to
be converted.
And, of course, when all
is said and done, you have to leave it
with the individual. If they insist that
they're converted, well, you have to let
them deal with that. {13)

One
typically

pastor
began

admitted
with

a

that
degree

his

counseling

sessions

of

skepticism

and

the

presumption that the individual requesting baptism was not
truly aware of what that ritual represented:

They would never be able to convince me
whether they are completely saved or lost.
That is not between them and I.
That's
between the Lord and them. . . . When they
come and they say 'I received Christ. I'm
saved and I wanna follow Him in baptism,'
then I begin to tell them then about
baptism.
Even if they think they know .
. . . And I want an individual to know
why he's been, or she's been, baptized.
(9)
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Consequently,
defensive

when

Southern

they

Baptist

admitted

clerics were

that

individuals they were "unsure" of.

they

had

somewhat
baptized

Accordingly, the clergymen

made a point of emphasizing their rationale for doing so.
Certain

justifications

of

this

behavior

were

repeatedly

witnessed by the researcher.
First,

a number of pastors pointed out that there are

indeed numerous cases in Christian Scripture itself where
claimants to conversion were immediately baptized on the basis
of

their personal

Biblical cases,

testimonies

to

that

effect.

In these

little or no consideration is lent to any

alternative manifestations of conversion.

Exemplary of this

rationale is the following statement:

If you come and tell me you're converted,
I have to accept your word. You can't set
and watch people. That's the way they did
it in the Lord's day. They'd baptize 'em.
They were saved and baptized right then
and there.
And so, that's more or less
how we do it. (5)

A second rationale derived from clergymens' reluctance
to equate the symbolic with the "real;" that is, baptism with
conversion.

In a number of instances it was argued that,

because conversion was not contingent upon baptism, baptizing
a non-convert would not do any real "harm" to anyone.
a

non-believer

who

was

granted

church

"eventually" be led to accept the Lord.
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membership

Indeed,
might

This rationale is

illustrated in the following statement:

You have to take [their testimony] at face
value. . . . But you haven't done any harm
if they didn't, if you continue to teach
'em.
'Cause somewhere, after awhile,
you're gonna get through to 'em. (10)

A

third

defense

went

so

far

as

to

suggest

that,

scripturally speaking, a baptism performed in the absence of
a

believer cannot

Hence,

technically

be

considered

a

"baptism."

the legi tirnacy of a baptism administered to a non-

believer was denied altogether:

Strictly according to Scripture, if they
have not had a genuine experience with the
Lord, . . . they will be put under water,
but they won't be baptized scripturally.
Because to have a scriptural baptizing,
you've got to have a believer.
And, if
the person is not a believer, then,
whatever you do -- the water doesn't have
anything to do with it
he's not
baptized. ( 12)
Such

defenses

theological

suggest

"dilemma"

that
their

clerics

are

occupation

sensitive
presents

to

to

the

them.

Because they typically possess no substantive criteria for
evaluating converts at the time of the counseling sessions,
their role as gatekeeper is rather sedate.

Consequently, they

have developed varying rationales to defend their decisions.
Nevertheless, pastors are not hesitant to confess that
they

sometimes make

"mistakes"
94

in

their

determination of

church membership.

Clerics commonly acknowledge that Southern

Baptist churches contain at least some people who "had joined
the church,

but they hadn't joined the Christ"

This

(6).

conviction was explicit in statements such as the following:

I think that, ideally, a response to an
altar call, a person experiencing a
baptism, or those kind of things, should
really indicate that there has been a
genuine experience.
But naturally, in
dealing with . . . human beings, there are
always a few that would not be genuine.
( 10)

Pastors

differ

greatly

in

percentage that "few" implies.

their

estimation

of

the

A number of the respondents

were asked what percentage of their congregation they believed
to be "truly" converted.

Of those who admitted they had given

this matter some thought,
tremendous

the range in the estimations was

(although a great deal were surprisingly high).

The contrast is exhibited in the following two responses:

Someone asked several years ago - in fact,
they asked Herschel Hobbs 1 , I think it was
'What percentage of people in your
church do you think are truly converted?
Would you think fifty percent?' And the
response was 'I would hope at least thirty
percent.'
And, [in my opinion,] that's
probably high. (5)

Herschel Hobbs is a renowned Southern Baptist evangelist
nd Church leader.
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On

a

more

optimistic

note,

the pastor of

another church

reported:

Well, in the church where I am . . . , I
would say that, in this congregation's
people, ninety to ninety five percent of
them, at least, would have been saved and
had a genuine conversion experience with
the Lord. (12)

One should not necessarily assume,
baptism requests are honored.

however,

that all

Five pastors admitted that they

had either refused to grant a baptism or, more likely, had
postponed

one

until

a

later date

at

some

time

in

their

careers.

Rejections were said to be based on incriminating

evidence which surfaced during counseling sessions when the
person requesting baptism more or less brought doubt upon
himself or herself.

For example, with very young children

(under age 10 or so), pastors often pick up on cues during
the counseling session which suggest that peer or parental
pressure provided the primary motivation for the child to
"come forward."
regarding

In fact, the most cited reason for suspicion

youthful

requests

for

presumed effects of peer pressure.

baptism

was

due

to

the

The clergymen noted that

one problem they repeatedly encounter is that children always
have a best friend, and "should that best best friend come,
you can usually expect this companion to talk to you a day or
so

later"

( 18) .

In

such cases,
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they will

often

try to

persuade the child to delay his or her baptism.
In other instances, pastors sense other motives as they
counsel

with

individuals

and

witness

testimonies.

For

instance, a number of pastors noted that adults experiencing
marital problems will sometimes "come forward to make some
kind of commitment in order to please a wife" (7) and wish to
join the church simply because their spouse
Rather

than

being

concerned

over

their

is a

member.

salvation,

these

persons believe that joining the church will help to resolve
their domestic turmoil and "bring some sort of peace."

In

other cases, teenagers approach clergymen wanting to join the
church "simply because they've got a girlfriend in the church"
(7).

Finally, as mentioned earlier, both teenagers and young

adults plagued by guilt over something they feel they have
done which was
"forgiveness"

"wrong" often approach pastors seeking the

commonly associated with baptism.

In cases

where alternative motivations pervade the counseling session,
clerics may try to dissuade the individual from baptism.

If

they agree, they are likely to be sent home along with church
materials in order to reconsider their own motivations and
asked to return after they have "thought it through."
do not, they are probably baptized.

If they

Clerics indicated that

they were somewhat reticent to dispute an insistent person's
conversion claim.
Pastors who admitted that their skepticism had resulted
in

postponements

or

denials
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of

baptisms

justified

this

behavior with a

"better to be safe than sorry" rationale.

These clerics argued that a "mistaken" decision on the part
of a

pastor could

experience,

since

not

"invalidate"

conversion

is

a

not

person's conversion
bound

to

baptism.

Contrary to a sentiment expressed earlier, this defense held
that going through with a baptism with someone thought to be
a non-believer was really a "discourtesy" to them in the sense
that it grants the person a possible "false sense of security"
regarding their salvation.

As one pastor noted:

I figure it this way. If I missed it, and
they really have been saved, what have I
done wrong?
But if I miss it and I go
ahead and say 'You can be baptized' --you
know -- 'You've been saved and you can be
baptized,' then
. I'm giving that
person a false sense of security that may
last them the rest of their life.
They
may think they're saved all their lives
and never have been. (16)
Again, however, clerical defenses betrayed a sensitivity to
the ambiguity which surrounds their gatekeeper role.
In the final analysis, then, a strong case can be made
that personal testimony, while probably succeeding in gaining
an individual membership into the Southern Baptist church, is
not sufficient evidence to earn one a "convert" status in the
eyes of Southern Baptist pastors.

Clergymen expressed the

belief that "just because one's a church member or has made
a

conversion

profession

and

things

like

that

necessarily mean that they are truly converted" (13).
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doesn't
While

individuals are most often given the benefit of the doubt when
seeking

baptism,

it was

repeatedly

acknowledged

that

the

evidence of a conversion experience is to be found in the
days,

months or years that follow this initial step.

pastor

voiced

the

sentiment

which

pervaded

all

of

One
the

accounts:

I do not feel you become a Christian just
saying 'Yes, I accept Jesus Christ as my
Savior,' though that's exactly what I ask
for when a person comes forward.
Then I
lead them to see that it's more than that.
(4) (emphasis mine)

Conversion:

Without exception,

The Evidence

Southern Baptist clerics share the

view that "conversion is 'change,' and the evidence of change
can be seen in the behavior and lifestyle of that individual"
(7).

Claims of conversion may earn individuals membership

into

the

Baptist

information,

"whether

in

the

absence

of

discrediting

but "it's what happens afterward that really

tells the tale" ( 8) .
of

church

[a

According to the clerics, the indication

conversion]

is

real

in

the

life

of

the

individual is what happens in the life of the individual after
it happens" (8).
The view of Southern Baptist pastors is that a commitment
to Jesus Christ is a commitment made to living the "Christian

99

life" as that was elaborated in the Bible.
equate conversion with cornrni trnent.

Baptists thus

The demeanor accorded

Jesus Christ provides the standard to which Christians are
expected to aspire.

Clerics were thus convinced that "if

you've had an experience with Christ, over a period of time,
you're gonna take on the characteristics of Christ" (4):

'Christianity' is [ really) a person . .
.whose lifestyle we ought to imitate. So,
therefore, the more Christ-1 ike the person
is, the better you can say that person is
converted. ( 16)

Claiming to be a Christian is one thing, but, as one pastor
noted, some people apparently "get the idea that a person who
is converted can live any life style that they want to and
still claim to be a child of God."

Consequently, "there're

a lot of professors, who are not possessors, of conversion,
or salvation . . . " (7).

Evident in these remarks is the fact

that

measure

Southern

Baptists

commitment

in

terms

of

a

person's ability to behave (verbally and nonverbally) like a
Christian.
One respondent paralleled the commitment to Christ to the
commitment that two people make to each other when they agree
to become marital partners.

In response to the question "How

do you know when someone is really converted?," he replied:

My answer is 'I don't.' But it is similar
to another question that might be asked.
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Have you ever been present where people
have been married? Of course.
How did
you know they really loved and would love
and care for their wife? I can only look
at
the years
that
follow and use
observable evidence that I might define
what it means to be a 'loving husband.'
And I could say the same thing of
Christianity. (4)

The same pastor further reinforced the significance of the
overt behavioral dimension of conversion when he described the
basis upon which his own church authorities were selected:

[A] person can become a member of our
church on his word. That is, I accept him
into the fellowship of our church on his
word. He's baptized, he's a member of the
church. But I don't want him as a Sunday
school teacher or as a leader of that
church unless there is evidence of a
relationship with Christ.
His spirit.
How he treats others . . . . You see what
I'm saying?
'Can you advocate?' (4)

For the person who has absorbed the Spirit of God, then,
there

are

behavioral

obligations.

In

the

Bible,

these

behaviors are inferred to be manifestations of the "fruits of
the spirit," which are documented as being "love, joy, peace,
longsuffering,

gentleness,

temperance" (Gal. 5:22-23).

goodness,

faith,

(m)eekness,

In the Book of Matthew, Jesus is

cited as assuring His disciples that they will be known to
each other "by their fruits" (7:20).
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Referencing the latter passage, pastors argue that, while
the Scripture forbids them to sit in judgement of another
individual (Matt. 7:1-2), it does authorize them to be "fruit
inspectors."

Admitting

that

"there

is

no

one

that

can

actually know what's in the heart of another individual," the
clerics nevertheless agree that "there is evidence of it,
which is the fruit" ( 8) .

That is, the statement made by Jesus

in Matthew is understood to have provided persons license for
evaluating "objective" manifestations of conversion:

We [Baptists) have a saying that,
.although we cannot judge someone else,
nonetheless we can be 'fruit inspectors,'
you know. And what we're saying by that
is that if Christ truly is in our lives;
if the Holy Spirit really does indwell us,
then there is going to be evidence of that
in the way we live and all. (13)

In a number of cases, the pastors were asked to describe
the overt indicators of these "fruits" that they were aware
of.

While the responses were vague,

they nonetheless were

framed in terms of observable and interpretable phenomena.
A standard response was as follows:
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Well, you know, Baptists especially, they
tie in church attendance, and ti thing, and
'Support your church in any way that the
church needs supporting.' That's one of
the main criterion,
I suppose, that
Baptists look at.
There are a lot of
others, though,
for me.
Because a
person's private life . . . is one of the
best indicators.
A person's home life.
If you don't do this (the Christian
lifestyle) at home, it doesn't make any
difference how cheery you might be on
Sunday, it's not worth a hoot. And it's
harder to live and be a Christian at home
than anywhere else. Because when you come
home, you let the bars down. And if you
feel like flying off the handle, you can
take it out on the wife and kids and all
this stuff.
Now, that is one of the
greatest things that will show up in a
person's life. It changes them in their
home relationships. And hey, I don't have
much sympathy for people - for men - that
put their wife and family down. And, to
me, that's one of the best places in the
world to give evidence that Christ has
truly entered your life, is the way you
treat your family. (12)

As will be recalled from the last chapter, Christianity places
a

great deal

of emphasis on the

importance of preserving

"brotherly" and "neighborly" relations.
ideal

which

informs

Christian

doctrine

The "do unto others"
was

referenced

by

another pastor who spoke of the "priority" change which took
place when one experienced a genuine conversion:

The things we once loved, the sin of the
world, we no longer love .. hat.
our
priorities change. Before, we were, more
than likely, living for ourself. And when
we become converted, we' re to live for God
and live for others.
Not that we don't
care about self. But God is first in our
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life, and what He would have us to do
instead of 'My own motivations.
My own
motives.' (11)

Southern Baptist clerics were convinced that a person's
post-conversion behavior will ultimately reflect his or her
professed spiritual change if that claim was valid.

In the

Southern

spirit

Baptist

view,

a

change

in

a

person's

(described by one pastor as the "motivational" base of human
behavior)

will

necessarily effect a

"soul" (or personality) as well.

change

in a

person's

This implies that there will

also be a transition in a person's behavior.

As one pastor

explained it:

. . . God works from the inside out.
He
works from in here (points to his heart).
And He wants to have an influence on our
minds. He wants to have an influence on
our emotions. He also wants our wills to
be influenced such to where we do what the
Word said. (8)

While

the

clerics were agreed that

a

person's

overt

behavior provides the only means by which they, as observers,
can

say with

any

"confidence"

that

that

individual

is

a

"Christian," they also acknowledged some characteristics of
discipleship which serve to make such assessments problematic.
For one, while the conversion experience itself -- the
internal, spiritual transaction -- is understood to occur at
a specific "moment," its subsequent behavioral manifestations
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are recognized to reflect a "growth process" which begins at
the point of

initial

commitment to Christ.

As

"natural"

sinners, individuals must gradually learn to overcome their
own self-righteousness

and

sins.

In the Christian view,

sinful behavior, perceived as an "innate" human feature,
hard to

renounce.

is

Clerics note that conversion does not

guarantee immediate eradication of sin.

The "old nature"

still resides in the depths of a convert's soul and challenges
the will of the new convert.
implies

instantaneous

Consequently, while conversion

salvation,

it

does

imply

not

instantaneous "sainthood."
As one pastor attested, the conversion experience itself
is ''only the first part of the salvation experience."

That

merely "assures me that sin does not have to have power over
me any more" and that "I have a home in Heaven with God when
I

die"

(16).

salvation

Southern

process,

which

Baptists
they

view

term

this

part

of

"justification,"

the
as

a

beginning point:

But there's an ongoing part of the process
of
salvation
which
is
called
'sanctification.' That simply means that
each day I live as I try to.
With the
help of God's Holy Spirit, I live the life
that God has given me . . . . Then, each
day I become . . . less and less under the
influence of sin. (16)
It was understood that, while conversion itself is a "sudden"
experience, "the working out of it is time consuming" (12).
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The

"sanctification"

process

thus

involves

adapting one's

behaviors to comply with Christian standards.

Clerics were

in total agreement regarding the fact that:

If the start is correct, and that is, if
we have truly surrendered our life to the
Lord Jesus Christ and asked Him to come
in and be the Lord and Savior of our life,
then that has to result in sanctification.
(8)

A third

and

final

dimension

of

the

salvation

process

is

recognized as "glorification," which happens "when I die and
I go to be with God," and "finally escape the presence of sin"
( 16) •

In any event, becoming "less and less under the influence
of sin" is conceived as a developmental process.
referenced
process

the

"progressive"

analogically,

nature of the

employing

a

cup

of

sanctification
water

illustration:

This cup here. It's full of water. There
are two ways that I could empty that cup.
One is take and dump it out.
And the
other is put some object in it and let it
ease out a little bit at a time by
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One pastor

in

his

displacement. . . . Well, God doesn't come
in and dump the sin out of all our lives.
He displaces it with Himself. (8) 2

A second consideration which makes the relation between
conversion and behavior somewhat problematic revolves around
the Southern Baptist belief that the sanctification process
is not always linearly progressive in its evolution.
words,

"temporary" regression is possible.

In other

As mentioned in

the last chapter, a converted person may "backslide," or break
the "fellowship" with God,

if his or her "faith" falters or

wanes at a particular period during the sanctification process
and still retain his or her salvation.

Backsliding occurs

when an individual "wanders away from the truth that they know
and the Savior that they've received" by returning to patterns
of behavior presumed to be non-Christian and discordant with
the will

of God.

Citing a

Southern Baptist Bible

(1963}

tract:

All true believers endure to the end.
Those whom God has accepted in Christ, and
sanctified by His Spirit, will never fall
away from the state of grace, but shall
persevere to the end. Believers may fall
into sin through neglect and temptation,
whereby they grieve the Spirit, impair
their graces and comforts, bring reproach
on the cause of Christ, and temporal
2

Southern Baptist clerics recognize that this process is
elative to individuals and admit that a person whose preonversion lifestyle paralleled the morality of Christianity will
djust to the faith more quickly than a person whose pre-conversion
ifestyle drastically contradicted Christian principles.
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judgments on themselves, yet they shall
be kept by the power of God through faith
unto salvation.
Asked to elaborate on this, clerics noted that,

like other

individuals, Christians sometimes make "mistakes" which must
be corrected.

This is a "natural" part of learning:

. . . just as it is in your family, so can
it be in the family of God.
You can do
things that are displeasing to your
parents and you have to back up and say
'Look, I did wrong and I need to follow
what I need to follow.' And once you've
had that experience, you're not going to
be perfect. You' re going to stumble. And
even though you are part of the family,
there are times that you have got to say,
'God.
I have sinned against you.
I
haven't been obedient to the Word.
I
haven't obeyed your command. (3)

Nevertheless,
makes

a

when confronted with the question "What

backslidden

Christian

different

Christian?," clerics had a logical answer.
noted,

from

a

non-

As previously

these "relapses" back to the ways of the world are

supposed to be short-lived.

Respondents argued that "when

that period of backsliding takes place, immediately there is
conviction in God that what they are doing is wrong," and that
God will proceed "to discipline us, to bring us back in line
with His wi 11 11

(

6) .

over an extended

Indeed, a person backsliding continues

period of time

runs

the

risk of others

assuming that a "true" conversion has not occurred.
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As one

pastor observed, if a person persisted in such patterns for
a lengthy period of time:

.then that would tell you that the
Spirit of God wasn't living there, you
know.
Because God's Holy Spirit is to
convict us of sin in their lives. And so,
if there's no conviction of sin, then -you know -- where's the Holy Spirit at?
It ought to convict us, you know.
'Hey.
You know you did wrong.' (3)

Thus continual backsliding might be interpreted by observers
as evidence that the Holy Spirit is not within a person to
chastise

them

contended

for

that

their

"if

a

disobedience 3 •
Christian

One

rejects

pastor

even

conviction

and

chastening for a long period of time, God can call that person
home with a premature death" (6).
more

at

stake

in

Apparently, then, there is

backsliding

than

the

maintenance

complexities

just

observed,

of

a

credible identity!
Despite

the

a

person's

behavior patterns reflect on the extent to which pastors, as
observers,

perceive

an

individual

as

being

Christ, or, indeed, as being a "convert" at all.
convinced that "once people are saved,

committed

to

Clerics were

. . . there ought to

be a desire in their hearts to serve the Lord, to work for the
Lord, to be faithful to the Lord and the things that He would

3

Nevertheless, it is difficult to say how long one must
emain a "backslider" before the credibility of their claim as a
"Christian" is challenged by others.
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have them to do"

(3).

Nevertheless, because clergymen view

conversion in terms of "commitment"

(and hence in deeds as

well as words), it makes it difficult for them to say whether
many persons are or are not Christians.

Accordingly, they are

not reluctant to admit that the only persons that they can
identify with any confidence as Christians are people they
know well or whom they have had the opportunity of observing
over a long period of time and in whom they have witnessed
stability of character.
Consequently, Southern Baptist clergymen attach a great
deal of significance to the behavior patterns of individuals
which are exhibited in the period following their personal
testimonies or baptisms.

It is generally felt that:

We've
got
to
take
[their
personal
testimony] at face value.
But if there
isn't any change in their behavior, in the
places they go, and in the things they do,
then you've got to say 'Hey, there's
something wrong.' (11)

As far as Baptist authorities were concerned, "proper"
and "ethical" Christian behavior was a crucial factor in the
determination of a Christian identity.
report that "many times a person is

Thus pastors could

'converted, ' and a few

years later it's evident they were not truly converted in the
Christian sense"

( 13) .

Even as it pertained to their own

congregations, they were prone to be skeptical.
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Exemplary is

the following observation:

The Bible says we're not to judge.
But
the Bible says that we' re to be fruit
inspectors.
'By their fruits ye shall
know them.' So I could point to quite a
few people in my church who are bearing
fruit for the Lord. And I can say, as far
as I'm personally concerned, there's no
doubt in my mind about their salvation.
The other people in the church, those are
just the opposite.
I wonder sometimes,
'Have
they
really
been
genuinely
converted?' And it bothers me. (16)

A good example of a

specific behavior that Southern

Baptists associate with conversion is church attendance.

In

the interviews, the clerics exhibited concern over the fact
that,

in the Southern Baptist church as a whole,

percentage of "official" members are unaccounted for.

a

large
"About

thirty percent of Southern Baptists are unknown or missing,"
one pastor contended.

"No one seems to know where they are.

They're still on church membership rolls,
where they are" ( 18) .
own

church's

but nobody knows

The pastors likewise concur that their

"resident"

membership

(actual

attenders)

significantly less than its "registered" membership.

is

Those

whose absences are not attributed to death or mobility are
likely to be assumed "lost."

As one pastor observed:

. . . the Bible says you shall know them
by their fruit. So I would say that many
on my church roll has never experienced
conversion. Just for the fruits. (10)
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In some instances, however, these absences are attributed
to the persuasive power of alternative religious groups which
have successfully attracted members away
Church.

from the Baptist

As before, clergymen often infer that individuals who

have deserted the Baptist Church to join a non-Christian group
had probably never really been "saved" in the first place:

. . when [former Baptists] go off and
join a group that says 'I deny Christ,'
they've obviously never lost anything.
They've just never really had it in the
first place. (5)

As might be expected, however, pastors do expect "new" church
members to be attenders.

In fact,

this obligatory behavior

functions as one's initial means to begin witnessing their
conversion.
In the final analysis, it is safe to say that, from an
observational
important role

standpoint,

"appropriate"

in determining a

summed up the sentiment apparent

behavior

"Christian."
in all

of the clergical

I think there's a real difference between
a 'converted' person and a 'religious'
person.
. I've got people in this
church which have the trappings of
r'.ligion, but show no other evidence of
conversion. Their personal ethic, their
business ethic, their friendship, their
love, their kindness -- it isn't there.
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an

One pastor

accounts when he observed:

(1)

plays

The implication of the above statement is,
these

"fruits"

are

not

there

because

of course, that

they

have

not

been

demonstrated in behavioral terms to the person observing them.

A Self-fulfilling Prophecy

The

underlying

current

of

doubt

which

surfaced

in

pastoral commentary concerning the salvation of many of their
own church members

is reflected on a

larger scale in the

"evangelistic emphasis" characteristic of the Baptist Church.
"Evangelism," as one clergymen noted, aims at "reaching people
for

the

Lord"

(15).

The

fact

that

the majority

of the

audience which confronts the Baptist evangelist, whatever the
specific setting, are official members of the Baptist Church
suggests more than a bit of skepticism on behalf of Church
authorities regarding the salvation of its membership.
This phenomenon is particularly apparent in the Southern
Baptist "revival," where emphasis has increasingly been placed
upon soliciting "decisions for Christ."

Surprisingly,

in

their accounts, many clerics indicated a certain resentment
for

Church

evangelists who preached

for

"decisions"

at a

religious function which, by its very definition, is supposed
to be geared toward soliciting "rededications."

This was

especially true regarding many televangelists a· .d "popular"
evangelists.

One pastor expressed the sentiment of many in

the following:
113

Ideally, (revival is] geared toward the
church.
Because there's where true
'revival' takes place.
That's ideally.
Realistically, I'm sorry to say, they're
just about
always
geared
in
their
promotion and in their expectation
toward the unreached. And yet, the people
who attend revival meetings are almost
entirely
.the people of the church.
(13)

Why should Southern Baptist pastors express resentment
toward

evangelists

soliciting

"decisions

for

Christ?"

Respondents generally held that, in the course of the Church's
mission,

there

"teaching."
be

is a

time

for

"preaching"

and a

time

for

However, it was felt that these techniques should

discriminately

employed.

Over-emphasis

on

evangelism

communicates to public and congregation that the Church is
more interested in gaining new members and adding numbers to
the Southern Baptist rolls than it is in working with its
present members.
converts

or

conjunction,
"decisions"

Consequently, some, if not many, prospective

church
the
has

members

objective
subtracted

may
of

become

soliciting

attention

from

alienated.
more

and

teaching

In
more
those

church members that are already converted how to "grow" in
their faith and to become sanctified.

The following statement

illustrates the latter concern:

I think, in the Baptist Church, for
instance, we do a fine job of preaching
the gospel and telling people . . . they
need Jesus Christ and getting them
converted.
Only to the first stage of
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conversion.
The beginning of Heaven.
'Justification.'
We do a fine job on
that.
Where we mess up is on the
sanctification part. (16)

Another clergyman summarized the overall "problem" inherent
in the contemporary Southern Baptist approach:

We have been inclined to put a little too
much emphasis on the decision and not
enough emphasis on what it means to be
made a disciple. (13)

The Baptist Church's problem is, in effect, attributable
to a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Because the Baptist Church

has chosen to emphasize the significance of the first stage
of

"conversion"

attention

has

membership

at

been

what

the
lent

it

expense
to

means

the
to

of

sanctification,

matter
"walk"

of
as

teaching
a

less

its

Christian.

Subsequently, many church members have never been taught or
have dismissed the significance of behaving in a Christian
manner.

Accordingly,

they

are

representatives as being "lost"

often

assessed

or non-committed persons.

Consequently:

It's easier to be a member of the Baptist
Church than it is to be a member of the
Elks or Moonies. And where we were once
strong disciplinarians, now we' re very
weak. We expect little. We get nothing.
(18)
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by Church

Southern Baptist clergymen are thus
numbers

of

their

ranks

which

have

sensitive to the

been attracted

to

the

various new cults and sects that have emerged within the
United States in the past few decades.

Desertion is often

attributed to the failure of the organized Church to "follow
up" on those persons that they had managed to attract for
Jesus

Christ.

In

the

meantime,

the

numerical

losses

in

membership have stimulated evangelists to continue eliciting
"decisions" and baptisms in order to replenish the number of
Southern Baptist disciples.

Thus the Church apparently needs

to reconsider the nature of its mission.

In the words of one

clergyman:

I think it's a matter of getting away from
the 'How many baptisms have you had?'
syndrome and getting down to what it means
to be 'converted.' (13)
What does it mean to be converted?

In the Southern Baptist

Church, it means to learn to act in a manner befitting of a
Christian.
In

the

following

commentary is discussed.

chapter,

the

content

of

clerical

In this section, consideration is

given to what relevance the observations of Southern Baptist
pastors carry for the sociologist desiring to understand the
phenomenon of conversion.
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CHAPTER VI

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Introduction

The rationale behind the undertaking of this research
project

was

to

explore

what

conversion

signified

to

authorities anchored within a religious tradition where the
concept is an integral feature of its universe of discourse.
Eliciting
Baptist
expected

"decisions

Church's
that

for

chief

this

Christ"
missions.

denomination's

is

one

of

the

Southern

Consequently,
clergymen,

as

it

was

official

representatives of the Southern Church, would possess a fairly
concise understanding of what the phenomena entailed in this
denomination's in the Southern Baptist universe of discourse.
It was also believed that the findings would contribute to the
sociology of conversion.
In

the

initial

This proved to be the case.

accounts

of

clerics,

conversion

was

understood to refer to a personal experience through which an
individual

establishes

communion

with

God

by

making

a

conscious "decision" within himself or herself to accept and
become a follower of Jesus Christ.
to be unobservable.

Conversion was thus said

At the point ~f this decision, a person

becomes a "Christian."
Nevertheless,

it

became
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apparent

in

the

course

of

theinterviews that, for a person desiring to be seen by others
as a Christian,

one cannot easily divorce this "personal"

experience

from

social

Christian,

clergymen

expectations.

noted,

they

are

When one becomes a
obliged

to

take

on

"characteristics" of Christ and to evidence the "fruits of the
spirit"

in their interactions with others.

In the latter

sense -- that is, in the functional sense -- conversion was
understood to possess observable manifestations.
In

the

commentary

following
is

reviewed

sections,
and

the

examined

relevance for the sociologist.

content
with

of

clerical

respect

to

its

Despite the fact that the

respondents in this sample were representative of but one
religious group, their reflections on conversion embodied some
insights
social

regarding what

it means

scientists should heed,

to be

"converted"

for they call

which

some common

assumptions into question.

Conceptualizing Conversion:

The Function of a Process or

the Beginning of a Process?

Conceptually, conversion implied much more to Southern
Baptist authorities than was revealed in the limited appraisal
documented in Chapter Four of this thesis.

Indeed, several

understandings of the phenomena were evidenced in c~erical
commentary.

These are reviewed in the following paragraphs.

In one instance, clergymens' accounts corroborated the
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basic

sociological

assumption

regarding

this

phenomenon,

noting that the typical Southern Baptist conversion is the
function

of

a

gradual

experience.

Pastors

readily

acknowledged that most conversions were attributable to an
often lengthy period of exposure to the Word of God in which
a

person became conscious

Christ.

of his or her "need"

of Jesus

While clergymen were reluctant to totally discount

the occurrence of the "sudden, dramatic Apostle Paul-on-theroad-to-Damascus" type experience, the general view was that
"Usually, it takes a long time to get to that point where [a
person is) willing to say 'Alright, Lord.

You take over,' and

they invite the Lord in" (15).
In this respect, clergymen expressed appreciation in the
interviews for the "tremendous impact" and "influence" (20)
that current believers maintain in leading the non-believer
to

a

conversion experience.

denomination

described

As one might expect

by

respondents

as

from a

possessing

an

"evangelistic emphasis," the pastors were convinced that "the
best means of outreach [to the

'lost']

is just to see our

people excited by the Lord and going out and inviting their
relatives,

husbands,

wives,

sons,

daughters,

moms,

dads,

neighbors and people they work with" (6) to expose themselves
to

the

gospel

clergymens'

of

Christ.

conviction

Interestingly,

that

conversion

despite
reflects

the
a

"supernatural act," throughout the interviews they implied
that

the

ultimate

resource

available
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for

soliciting

a

"decision

for

Christ"

was

"witnessing"

Christian

and

encouragement by believers.
The most provocative finding in terms of the objectives
of this research project, however,

involved the conceptual

distinction that was conveyed by Southern Baptist clergymen
between the conversion "experience" (as described in Chapter
Four) and what they spoke of as the conversion, or salvation,
"process."
In the

former

instance,

conversion was understood to

refer to a specific "moment" when an individual consciously
acknowledged his or her own "decision for Christ."
specifically,

it described a

commitment

was

conversion

signified

point"

a

for

made

to
a

"point"

in which a

Christianity.
critical

In

resolutional

person who had previously

herself "under conviction.''

found

More

personal

this
or

sense,
"turning

himself or

This momentary experience itself

was said to grant one "instantaneous" salvation.
In

the

different

course

of

the

interviews,

however,

and much broader connotation of

witnessed.
conversion,

Viewed

from

an

alternative

the isolated "point"

a

quite

conversion was
vantage

just spoken of,

point,

was also

understood to constitute but the initial step of a larger
process; a sanctification process, as it were, whereby one
begins to cleanse his or her life of "sinful" and "immoral"
behavior in an attempt to conform with the "Will of God" and
the Christian "lifestyle."
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In fact,

when asked the open ended question "Do you

consider conversion to be a sudden or a gradual occurrence?,"
more than a few pastors automatically assumed that the inquiry
referred

to

the

process

experience

rather

than

conversion

(the

which
the

latter

began

process

with

the

which

signifying

conversion

culminated

in

researcher's

the

expectation).

In these accounts, the "moment" of conversion

was

as

conceived

being

doubly

symbolic,

in

that

it

was

simultaneously expressive of a person's commitment to Jesus
Christ and of his or her commitment to "repentance."

Like the

former experience, the latter one was held to be a function
of a gradual process.

The processual nature of conversion was

stressed in the following statement:

I would say the conversion experience is
that experience that takes place when a
person commits his or her life to Jesus
Christ and allows Christ to change them
into becoming what God would have them to
be . . . • I see the conversion experience
as a growth process, a pilgrimage.
The
Bible seems to indicate that.
. , in
essence, we have been saved, we are being
saved and we shall be saved.
So, I see
the conversion experience as a 'process'
rather than an 'act' . . . I believe there
is a beginning point . . . But it doesn't
end there.
It's the beginning end, not
the ending end. (4)

This

split

conception

of

conversion

(ie.,

as

both

"beginning point" and as "process") was certainly not limited
to the account rendered by this one pastor.
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The processual

'
nature of conversion was regarded in the accounts
of all of
the respondents, a phenomenon whose explanation may be found
in the fact that the terms "conversion" and "salvation" are
commonly

used

vocabulary.

interchangeably

in

the

Southern

Baptist

As was briefly noted in the previous chapter, a

central tenet of Southern Baptist theology maintains that the
salvation process cannot be exclusively "limited to one splitsecond experience" (13).
to this process:

Indeed, there are three dimensions

justification (the "birthing point," where

Christ is accepted as personal savior), sanctification (the
"process of growing to be more like Jesus every day" ( 6)) and,
finally, glorification (the end of human life and deliverance
from

sin

in

"God's

heavenly

kingdom") .

The

progressive

dimension of conversion/salvation was clearly referenced in
a Southern Baptist Bible tract (1963):

In its broadest sense salvation includes
regeneration,
sanctification,
and
glorification.
A) Regeneration, or the new birth, is a
work of God• s grace whereby believers
become new creatures in Jesus Christ. It
is a change of heart wrought by the Holy
Spirit through conviction of sin, to which
the sinner responds in repentance toward
God and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.
Repentance and faith are inseparable
experiences of grace.
Repentance is a
genuine turning from sin toward God.
Faith is the acceptance of Jesus Christ
and
the
cornmi tment
of
the
entire
personality to Him as Lord and saviour.

Justification is God's gracious and full
acquittal
upon
principles
of
His
righteousness of all sinners who repent
and believe in Christ.
Justification
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brings the believer into a relationship
of peace and favor with God.
B)
Sanctification is the experience,
beginning in regeneration, by which the
believer is set apart to God's purposes,
and is enabled to progress toward moral
and spiritual perfection through the
presence and power of the Holy Spirit
dwelling in him. Growth in grace should
continue
throughout
person's life.

the

regenerate

C)
Glorification is the culmination of
salvation and is the final blessed and
abiding state of the redeemed.
(emphases mine)

Accordingly, when describing conversion, Southern Baptist
clergymen spoke of both a "relationship" and a "fellowship"
that

one

enters

experience.
entailed

with

Their
a

joint

God

larger

when

he

or

she

conception

consideration

of

of

undergoes

that

conversion

thus

the

phenomenon ls

ideological 1 dimension as well as its behavioral dimension.

In

the

first

instance,

it

was

said

that

a

personal

relationship is established with God through belief in Jesus
Christ.

In

the

second

instance,

a

person's

level

of

commitment to that relationship was inferred to be a function
of his or her ability to abide by Christian principles.
Considered as a sanctification process, Southern Baptist
conversion can be characterized as
"growth" or identity development.

a

process

of personal

Sanctification, as will be

Vander Zanden (1987) defines "ideology" as "a set of
shared definitions that provide interpretations and solutions
to what is felt to be an unsatisfactory social condition" (p.
567) .
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recalled, involves learning to behave in accord with Christian
standards.

Yet one does not immediately become a "saint."

Accordingly, Baptist theology provided a person some leeway
to backslide, or err,
as "Christian."

in their attempt to master their role

On several occasions, the "newborn" Christian

was paralleled with a newborn infant who must pass through
various qualitative stages of growth before reaching social
"maturity."

One

pastor,

for

example,

spoke

of

this

"maturation" process in the following manner:

I was born forty years ago.
My mother
brought me home from the hospital just a
little babe. And she had to feed me and
nurture me and take care of me until I
grew to be a strong, healthy adult.
So
it is with the Christian.
When they're
"born again," they' re fed the spiritual
things.
The Word of God.
Led by the
presence and power of God in their life
and they begin to grow spiritually, to
reach an "adult.· 11 So I'm not saying that,
though they're born again in an instant,
they attain, nor do they apprehend, an
"adult" status. (9)

Hence, "conversion," in the Southern Baptist universe of
discourse, is in reality a complex phenomenon.

Looked at from

a broad perspective, it would seem that the "mysterious" and
unobservable "point" of conversion merely seems to mark the
beginning of a gradual behavioral transformation in which one

begins to demonstrate before others one's commitment to the
Christian belief system.

This indeed provides it with a much
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different meaning than has been expressed in prior literature.
For the Southern Baptist,
personal experience.

conversion

is much more than a

It is a product of social expectations.

Implications

Reviewing the nature of Southern Baptist conversion from
a

more

general

conceptual

level,

it

is

apparent

"conversion" could be interpreted in a number of ways.

that
First,

conversion could be viewed as the function of a gradual social
learning

process

whereby

an

individual

internalizes

the

values, beliefs and expectations associated with a particular
sociocultural community.
refer

restrictively

to

Second, conversion might be said to
an

isolated

point

or

moment,

essentially constituting an "experience" in and of itself, in
which an individual first commits himself or herself to the
belief system inherent within a certain collectivity.

In yet

a third and more insightful interpretation, conversion could
be conceptualized as a gradual experience which presupposes
that a person has internalized the beliefs and practices of
a specific culture and which references the subsequent process
of learning to behave in a manner perceived to be consonant
with that culture's normative guidelines.
The latter interprfttation, with its behavioral emphasis,
provides a relevant point for sociological consideration, for,
as Southern Baptists understand it, it is in the demonstration
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of one's commitment that a person begins to give "evidence"
of

his

or

her

conversion.

This

evidence

serves

to

substantiate his or her conversion claim before others.

If

Southern Baptists are in any way representative of other such
social groups, it is clear that to profess a belief (or, to
undergo a rite de passage) is not the same as to demonstrate
that professed belief in one's daily life.

As one clergyman

remarked:

I think the real indication of a 'true'
conversion experience is found not only
in the inward attitude, but in the outward
living.
You can't always look at a
person's intentions and make a good
judgement. But a real change that takes
place
inwardly
will
reveal
itself
outwardly, with outward living. A person
who has really been saved will prove that,
will show evidence of that, by a change
in the way they live. (6)

Because Southern Baptists gauge a person's commitment to
Christ largely in terms of his or her nonverbal behavior,
there was a reluctance on the part of Christian authorities
(and presumably would be with other observers as well)

to

accept what persons might _gy: as "evidence" of a conversion
and to refrain from any judgement until these persons begin
to witness their commitment through their personal actions 2 •

•

2

Interestingly, baptism does not appear to function as
evidence of conversion.
Consequently, as a symbol it would
seem to have missed its mark. Indeed, pastors have seemingly
dismissed it as a simple ritual.
As will be recalled, the
clergymen failed to make any parallel between baptism and
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As one pastor noted, when one becomes a disciple of Christ,
"you've simply got to deny yourself and take up your cross and
follow Him" (9).
To

paraphrase

an

earlier

citation

of

Billy

Graham,

professions of faith and honorable intentions are not good
enough to establish a Christian identity; one must also repent
of

"sin."

For Southern

Baptists,

personal

testimony and

rhetoric merely seems to establish a person as a candidate
for demonstrating that a conversion has occurred in his or her
life.

Hence, employing the terms of Lofland and Stark (1965),

in this religious group it is doubtful that observers will
assume a "verbal convert" as a "Christian."

One desiring to

be seen as a Christian must be a "total convert" and "exhibit
their commitment through deeds as well as words" (p. 864).
Following this line of argument, one might presume that
a professed convert's failure to indicate behavioral change
would undermine one's
Christian.

aim to be

regarded by others

as

a

In a few cases, pastors were asked if they ever

developed later doubts about the salvation of a person they
had

baptized

based

on

their

subsequent

behavior.

following is exemplary of the clerics' response:

. . . Yes, I certainly have . . . . Later
on, you'll think 'Well, I wonder if that
person was really sincere?' 'I wonder if
they were really genuine?'
And really,
. . . if they were really convicted of the
conversion.
127

The

situation and their need . . . . I think
that is a question that would come up
later.
You know.
If you don't see a
change in their lifestyle. (20)

Consequently,

Snow

and

Machalek's

(1983,

1984)

proposition that "converts" are identifiable through their
employment of group-specific rhetoric is contradicted by the
accounts of authorities whom one might expect to possess an
interest in being able to do so.

One argument which is thus

suggested by this research data is that, while the adoption
of a particular universe of discourse might be prerequisite
to conversion,
conversion.

it should not be confused with evidence of

Sociologists might therefore fare better to look

at nonverbal indicators of "conversion."
The accounts of Southern Baptist clerics reinforce the
significance of overt "cues" to the conversion experience.
In fact,

this data suggests that sociologists might do more

justice to the notion of "conversion" by conceiving of it as
a primarily behavioral, rather than psychological, phenomenon.
In this group,

it is what one does that plays the greatest

role in determining his or her convert status in the eyes of
the

observer,

not

what

one

thinks

or

says.

From

an

interactionist standpoint, it would stand to reason that the
same would hold true in the case of a
appraisal

of

experience.

the

"reality"

of

his

convert' s

or her

own

personal

conversion

Indeed, speaking of himself, one Southern Baptist
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pastor confirmed this.

When asked what guarantee he had of

his own salvation, he remarked:

How am .I assured of salvation?
I'm
serving the Lord today, you know. That's
my assurance. If I were not serving God
today; if five years ago I had decided I
was gonna go in a different direction,
then I ought to question my own salvation.
You know. Whether or not I was genuinely
saved back then.
Not 'Have I lost it?'
But 'Was I genuinely saved?'
But the
assurance that I have that I am saved
today is the fact that I am serving God
today. You know. I made a commitment to
my wife.
How do I know that that
commitment to my wife in marriage twentysix years ago was a genuine commitment?
Well, because I'm with her today. (15)

Discussion

In the interviews, Southern Baptist clergymen observed
that

a

true

cognition,

conversion

emotion

in

and

their

behavior.

denomination
Not

involves

surprisingly,

sociologists recognize these features to constitute the key
elements to be affected by general socialization processes.
Vander Zanden (1987), for example, notes that "socialization"
basically refers to "a process by which individuals develop,
through interaction with other people, the ways of thinking,
feeling,

and

acting

that

are

participation within society"

essential

(p. 571)

for

effective

(emphasis mine).

As

social psychologists, we understand these three variables to
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be

functions

orientations

of

analogous

(Breckler 1984).

predisposing

attitudinal

Southern Baptist conversion

indeed involved these.
Social

scientists

have

also

long

recognized

that

socialization processes provide the essential means through
which

external

controls

become

internal

controls.

The

mysteries of conscience 3 formation have fascinated numerous
prominent

social

psychologists

( Freud

194 O;

Piaget

1962) .

Indeed, an intriguing finding in this research arose from the
discrepancy appearing in clergymen's "causal" attributions of
conversion.

On one hand, clergymen noted that conversion was

a function of "conviction" by the Almighty Spirit of God.
the other hand,

this

prolific

force

On

was understood to be

impotent in exacting a conversion of one who had not reached
the "age of accountability," a distinctly social psychological
attribute and a product of socialization.
A conclusion which must be generated by this research is
that, in a broad sense, there appears to be a familiar social
psychological phenomenon that demonstrates itself in Southern
Baptist conversion.
is

best

Indeed, as Baptists view it, "conversion"

conceptualized

in

terms

of

a

general

learning

continuum which extends from the time of a person's initial
exposure to a specific universe of discourse to the stage in

3

Again citing Vander Zanden (1987), "conscience" refers
to "the internal operation of ethical or moral principles that
control or inhibit the actions and thoughts of an individual"
(p. 140) (emphasis mine).
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which a conscious attempt is made to translate his or her
interpretations of such guidelines into personal behavioral
patterns.
As
typically

mentioned

earlier

understand

in

this

conversion

to

thesis,
refer

to

sociologists
a

"radical

personal transformation" which involves "the adoption of a
pervasive
emphasis)

identity which
from

one

rests upon a

universe

(Travisano 1970, p. 600).

of

shift

discourse

(at least in
to

another"

The view that is suggested by this

data is that conversion might be more insightfully conceived
as the process by which one seeks to reconcile his or her
behavior with the normative guidelines inherent in a specific
reference group.

This necessarily involves nonverbal as well

as verbal behaviors.
When viewed in these terms, of course, the "conversion"
phenomenon takes on an entirely different complexion than that
which has been expressed in the sociological literature.
this context,

the term describes

a

much more

In

"normal" or

"ordinary" social psychological phenomenon than sociologists
have conceptualized it as being.

Indeed, conceptualized in

this fashion, "conversion" cannot be understood to necessarily
imply "radical" change 4 •

4

Indeed, marriage provided an appropriate example of a
similar experience, replete with ritual and ceremony.
Like
becoming a Christian, becoming a spouse carries expectations
which transcend mere "I do's." Nevertheless, we do not refer
to this commitment as "conversion."
It is difficult to see
how religious experience would be any different.
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Consequently, for this conception to reflect sociological
views of conversion,

it would become necessary to make a

qualitative differentiation between "routine" and "radical"
conversions.

Borrowing from the above definition, the former

type would involve role changes similar to what Gordon (1974)
has labeled "alterations."

Indeed, gauging from the accounts

of clergymen, Southern Baptist conversions could be best be
seen as alterations.

Nevertheless, they could equally well

be labeled routine conversions.

Radical conversions, on the

other hand, would closely parallel what sociologists presently
conceive as "conversion."
The

above

conception would

lend

itself

to

methods of measurement and operationalization.
could

thus

be

conversions,
which require

measured

for

in

example,

behavioral

objective
Conversion

terms.

would describe

Routine

role transitions

few or minor behavioral modifications

person.

Judging

from

Baptist

clergymen,

a

the

accounts

majority

rendered

of

this

in a

by Southern

denomination's

"converts" are children of present church attenders.

Because

they have been socialized by Christian parents, it is doubtful
that their behavior would need to undergo dramatic changes in
order to adhere to Christian principles or to demonstrate
their

newly

subjective

acknowledged

level,

"decision

for

Christ."

because these persons probably

On
do

experience drastic change in their behavior patterns,
probably

will

not

consider

their
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conversions

to

a

not
they

entail

"radical" change.

Indeed,

in the interviews,

pastors who

admitted that they had come from Christian backgrounds failed
to

identify

their

own

conversions

as

involving

"radical"

would

involve

change 5 •
Radical

conversions,

contrarily,

socialization experiences that demand a great degree of social
learning and behavioral change.

As with the latter type of

conversion, it is more than likely that those persons who are
forced to reform their behavior patterns to a great extent in
order to express an identity will probably view the transition
as constituting "radical" change.
The data gathered in this research ultimately suggests
a dilemma that retention of the "radical change" perspective
of "conversion" must address.
have

consistently

placed

The emphasis that sociologists

upon

conversions

to

unique

and

esoteric religious groups in their analyses of this phenomenon
has

resulted

in

what

Anthony

and

Robbins

(1981)

have

critically referred to as the "anthropologizing of religion."

5

In fact, one of the questions which was posed to
Southern Baptist clerics was "Would you consider conversion
a
radical
change?"
Interestingly,
pastors
expressed
reservation in labeling conversion as necessarily implying
radical change.
The standard observation was that how
"radical" the experience was for an individual was contingent
upon how many of his or her prior "habits" had to be renounced
in order to comply with the dem~nds of Christianity.
Consequently, they inferred "radical change" to imply degree
of behavioral change.
As one pastor noted, "For me, it was
not that radical a change because I'd never done any of those
big al' terrible, hard, heinous sins like you hear some folks
talk about" (1).
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The fascination that new and non-mainstream religious groups
incite

in

excessive
deluded

sociologists
research

social

is

with

understandable.

such

scientists

communities

into

viewing

Nevertheless,
has

apparently

conversion

as

necessarily involving a radical shift in personal perspective.
In so doing, the phenomenon itself has been subtly understood
as involving a shift to a "deviant" perspective.
But how are sociologists to reconcile this ideal with
"conversions"

which

take

place

conventional religious group?
seem to indicate that,
fairly

"normal"

within

a

mainstream

or

The statistical evidence would

far from being deviant,

occurrence.

In

April,

1983,

this is a
an

article

appearing in the Saturday Evening Post noted that "America's
largest Protestant denomination (Southern Baptists) baptizes
more than 3 O, 000 persons a month" who claim to have been
"converted."

Because

the

majority of

persons

requesting

baptism are reportedly children of existent church members,
these

persons

"deviant"

probably

"conversions"

sociological sense?
Or,

will

not

consider

Christianity

a

religious community or their own conversions as

entailing radical change.
mainstream

do

Are sociologists to dismiss these
as

not

being conversions

in the

Are we to consider these alterations?

sociologists

accept

the

premise

"routine" and "radical" types of conversion?
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that

there

are

Conversion as a Behavioral Transformation

This chapter has basically argued that sociologists would
fare better to frame "conversion" in behavioral terms.
noted earlier in this thesis,

As

sociologists have chosen to

characterize conversion as a primarily subjective experience
in which an individual adopts and commits oneself to the world
view inherent in a particular universe of discourse or social
tradition.

Hence conversion has typically been viewed in

terms of a psychic or intellectual achievement.
behavioral
played.

properties
In

so

of

this

phenomenon

subj ectifying conversion,

Accordingly,

have

been

however,

down

social

scientists have seemingly forgotten the reflexive character
of the relationship between attitudes and behavior, not only
in terms of the influence that one's attitudes possess in
shaping

one's

personal

behavior,

but

the

corresponding

influence that an individual's behavior has in shaping one's
attitudes.
In the case of Southern Baptists,

for example,

it is

apparent that personal behavior and attitudes were equally
influential in promoting a "decision for Christ."
from

clerical

accounts,

a

prospective

Following

Christian's

self-

assessment that his or her behavior was inconsistent with the
"will of God" served to shape a decision in which a person
publicly

resolved

oneself

to

eradicating

those

deemed inconsistent with Christian discipleship.
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behaviors
In fact, in

this sense, "conversion" could be viewed as the function of
a remedial process through which a person aims to appease
feelings

of

what

dissonance."
dissonance

Festinger

Some

(1957)

variations

is born when a

of

has

termed

"cognitive

this

theory

hold

that

person's behavior threatens to

reduce the positive feelings a person has about himself or
herself (Bramel 1968; Aronson 1969; Collins 1969; Baumeister
and

Tice

1984).

Yet,

precisely

because

attitudes

and

behaviors are not always in direct reciprocity, the path to
consonance requires a (sometimes lengthy) period of adaptation
or "sanctification" (Sears, Rau, and Alpert 1965; Blasi 1980).
It is this personal struggle to reconcile one's behavior with
one's ideology that I propose constitutes conversion.
In

the

last

analysis,

an

advantage

of

viewing

"conversion" as a behavioral transformation is that it permits
preclusion

of

"conversion"
implies.

the
and

While

strictly
the
it

intellectual

methodological
is

indeed

or

problems

possible

"conversion" involves a "paradigm shift"

to

ideological
that

that

argue

that

(Jones 1978) , the

reverse proposition possesses an intrinsic lack of appeal.
The personal "turning"

represented in the change from say

Democrat to Republican or from Newtonian to

Einsteinian may,

of course, be considered paradigm shifts, but they are rarely
referenced in conversational usage as "conversions."
I

believe,

This,

is owing to the fact that the emphasis in such

shifts is not on personal behavior.
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CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSIONS

Thesis Summary

The

proliferation

of

new

religious

movements

in the

United States during the past two decades has stimulated much
social

psychological

understanding

the

interest
causal

phenomenon of conversion.
however,

and

factors

research

geared

associated

toward

with

the

In the rush to uncover its causes,

insufficient consideration has been given to the

conceptual nature of conversion.
a relatively ambiguous concept.

Consequently, conversion is
Because there has been a lack

of consensus among researchers as to what changes a person
undergoes as the result of a conversion, the methods employed
by researchers to identify the "convert" (the primary source
of conversion data) have varied.

The arguments advanced in

explanation of conversion have thus been limited in their
generalizability.
Positivist critics (Heirich 1977, Snow and Machalek 1983,
1984)

have commented that a

prerequisite

to

firm conceptual foundation is

disciplined

scientific

analyses

of

any

phenomenon and essential to the derivation of its empirical
indicators.

Hence theorists Snow and Machalek (1984)

have

recently argued the benefits of standardizing the conversion
137

concept in the area of sociology.

From their review of the

few works which have specifically addressed conceptual issues,
Snow and Machalek concluded that conversion is best understood
as a

"radical personal transformation" which "entails the

displacement of one universe of discourse by another or the
ascendance of a formerly peripheral universe of discourse to
the

status

of

primary

authority"

( 1984,

p.

170) .

This

conception, they attested, will also prove advantageous for
researchers

because

it

essentially

contains

the

range

of

definitive considerations that have been discussed in the
conversion

literature

operationalization.

and

can

also

be

lent

to

The latter appraisal has been widely

employed within the discipline of sociology.
Snow and Machalek (1984) have also argued that evidence
of a transformed universe of discourse may be witnessed in the
rhetorical patterns of converts; that is, in their "talk and
reasoning."

Concurring with Snow and Machalek that conversion

essentially entails the

internalization of

an appropriate

"convert role," the premise underlying this research project
was that verbal behavior reflects merely one dimension of the
concept of role.

Logically, the complementary dimension of

role is nonverbal behavior.

Should the latter dimension be

excluded from consideration?
In this exploratory study, Southern Baptist pastors were
interviewed to ascertain their views regarding the nature of
"conversion," a central concept in the universe of discourse
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associated
objective

with
of

their

the

religious

project was

to

tradition.

A

primary

determine what,

if

any,

significance Southern Baptists attached to behavior -- verbal
and/or nonverbal -- in evidencing a Christian identity.

It

was expected that pastoral accounts would contain insights
into the general nature of conversion which would be useful
to the sociologist in his or her studies of the phenomenon.
The

clergymen

"spiritual"

and

described

hence,

conversion

unobservable,

itself

as

experience

a

which

transpires between God and a specific individual; that is to
say,

it was unobservable at the precise

presumably occurs.

"moment"

that it

Nevertheless, because Southern Baptists

parallel conversion with commitment -- the latter of which
they view as a function of a person's ability to conform to
the

Christian

"lifestyle"

a

genuine

conversion

understood to possess observable manifestations.

was

Southern

Baptist clergymen contended that the evidence of conversion
begins at the point where one commits his or her life to
Christ and will be gradually realized in the overall demeanor
of the convert.

For Southern Baptists, however, this evidence

does not stem so much from what a convert says or professes
as it does from the way he or she acts with respect to others.
Consequently, when a professed convert requests baptism,
pastors

are

reluctant

to

assess

the

genuineness

of

an

individual's conversion experience merely on the basis of
their personal testimony.

They believe that, while conversion
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is invisible, commitment is visible and will be demonstrated
with time, thus explaining this reluctance to accept rhetoric
at face value.

Indeed, in the absence of observable "fruits

of the spirit," the clergymen were prone to reserve judgement.
Hence they were somewhat defensive regarding the integrity
with which their gatekeeper function was carried out.
One conclusion I derived from the clergymens' accounts
is that if authorities of a particular group (particularly one
in which the soliciting of "conversions" is a primary goal)
are hesitant to accept verbalisms in themselves as sufficient
evidence

of

conversion,

scientists to do so.
a

sociological

there

is

little

call

for

social

While there is no intrinsic reason why

conception

of

conversion

should

reflect

a

popular conception of the same phenomenon, there is similarly
no sense in assuming a "convert" one who has not backed up
his

or her profession of commitment

in behavioral

terms.

Based on the findings of this study, there are grounds from
which to question why sociologists of conversion cannot or
should not use both verbal and nonverbal behavioral cues as
indices of the convert.
A supplementary observation advanced in this study was
drawn from the fact that the "fruits" reportedly attached to
conversion were

inf erred

to be

a

function

of

a

person's

ability to abide by the normative guidelines inherent in this
denomination's universe of discourse.

To reiterate, it was

often observed in pastoral accounts that conversion merely
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marks the point of a person's initial commitment to Christian
ideals.

In this sense, the conversion experience was said to

be one of progressive personal "growth;" a "process" geared
toward

learning

expectations.

and

fulfilling

the

tradition's

According to the pastors,

normative

such "obedience"

constituted a moral obligation on the part of a Christian and
necessarily accompanied a genuine conversion to this religious
community.
appropriate

Consequently,
for

I

sociologists

conversion.

Rather

than

necessarily

involve a

argued
to

that

it

might

be

reconsider

the

nature

of

assuming

change

in a

the

phenomenon

universe

to

of discourse,

"conversion" might be more appropriately conceived in terms
of commitment and a person's decision to adapt to the norms
of behavior suggested by a particular sociocultural tradition.
While conversion cannot be studied objectively,

commitment

and behavior can.
On the basis of this data, I suggested that "conversion"
might be more advantageously conceived by sociologists as the
process by which one seeks to reconcile his or her behavior
to comply with the normative standards of a specific reference
group.

Because such acculturation is a normal part of human

behavior,

not

necessarily

constitute a "radical" experience for a person.

In fact, the

typical

however,

conversion,

"conversion"

as

Southern

would

Baptists

understood

it,

appears to be better equated with "alteration."
Consequently, I argued that, if one accepts the concept
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of conversion offered in this thesis,
necessary

to

conversion.

distinguish

between

it will thus become
routine

and

radical

Regarding the latter, the case that is suggested

by the clergymens' remarks is that how "radical" a conversion
is

for

a

person

will

likely

be

a

product

of

how

behavioral change must accompany that transition.

much

Radical

conversion will entail a greater degree of behavioral change
than routine conversion.

While I have made no attempt to

specify how much change is necessary to constitute "radical,"
I

do

offer

operationalized

the

sociologist

and

a

which provides

concept

that

a

for

basis

may

be

objective

analysis of conversion.
From this research, it would seem that social scientists
have been guilty of typecasting conversion as an experience
which necessarily reflects radical change.
do not picture the phenomenon this way.

Southern Baptists

The conceptual issue

which then demands to be addressed: Will sociologists discount
Southern Baptist conversion as being "conversions," or will
we admit that our present concept of conversion as necessarily
involving
include

radical

change

consideration

of

is

too

narrow

routine

conversions?
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as

and
well

revise
as

it to
radical

Limitations of the Study

As has been the case with most conversion research, this
study has its limitations.

Nevertheless, they would not seem

to be any more flagrant than those inherent in other studies
that have gone before.
First, it is not certain that the views expressed by the
respondents in this project's sample can be held to reflect
those of other authorities and/or members of Southern Baptist
denominations in more rural areas of the South or even in
other regions of the South.

Similarly, it is unknown whether

the views of Southern Baptists are reflective of the Baptist
Churches as a whole.
It

is

likewise

recognized that the

findings

of this

project reflect the sentiments of clergymen associated with
one

exclusive

therefore
conclusions

denomination

cannot
would

of

be

said

be

reached

the

with
if

Christian

certainty
an

faith.
that

analogous

It

similar

study

was

conducted with clergymen associated with other denominations
of Christianity or with less evangelical groups.

Again, at

the level of generality of the questions which were asked,
excessive variation between Christian denominations would be
unlikely.

Indeed, all of these denominations draw from the

same text,

the Bible,

interpretations.
ethically-oriented

albeit through varying version:=- and

There is no doubt that Christianity is an
religion.

Consequently,
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many

of

its

doctrinal premises are of a normative nature.

No one who has

read the Bible could deny that it is both prescriptive and
prohibitive in its consideration of human behavior.
It is likewise uncertain whether the general views of
Southern Baptist pastors regarding the nature of conversion
would parallel the sentiments of authorities representative
of other religions.

It can nevertheless be assumed that most,

if not all, religious groups will acknowledge some "rules,"
written or otherwise, for distinguishing between a "genuine"
adherent and a mere "member."

It is more than plausible that

these distinctions would involve behavioral considerations to
some degree.

All organized religions are normative to some

extent.
Finally, how well the broad definition offered in this
paper may be applied to "conversions" taking place in other
religious

or

non-religious 1

groups

remains

an

empirical

question.

Certainly every sociocultural group possesses norms

which distinguish between "appropriate" and "inappropriate"
patterns of behavior becoming of its members.

Accordingly,

all such groups possess their own specific codes of morality.
Following

Durkheim

(1915),

it

would

seem

apparent

that

"religions," in the final analysis, are nothing if not formal
institutions designed to construct a sense of morality for its
members.

Can other social groups be said to be any different?

Indeed, judging from the literature, it is not too
clear what a non-religious conversion might be.
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Suggestions for Further Research

Certainly the conclusions advanced in this study invite
further research.

While there are many projects that could

be suggested, this section limits its consideration to those
requiring the most immediate attention.
The
project

pressing
concerns

question

which

generalization,

survives
the

degree

this

research

to which the

opinions of Southern Baptist pastors reflect the sentiments
of authorities

in other religious groups.

A survey of a

representative sample of authorities and/or members from other
such collectivities regarding their respective conceptions of
conversion would no doubt provide the sociologist with a
deeper sense of insight into the nature of phenomenon and its
behavioral foundations.
In

such

a

study,

inquiry

would

be

directed

toward

ascertaining whether participants in other groups (religious
or non-religious) placed much emphasis on personal behavior
(verbal or nonverbal) when assessing the "commitment" level
of a new or current member.
A supplementary dimension to be explored would be how
well a new group member's profession of his or her "change of
heart"

is received as evidence of that change in lieu of

alternative behavioral "cues."

It is more than likely that

observers, be they authorities or other group members, will
report that they consider both verbal and nonverbal behaviors
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when

privately

individual.

assessing

the

psychic

state

of

another

From an interactional viewpoint, it is equally

likely that individuals will

interpret their own level of

commitment as a function of how well they live up to group
standards in their own perceptions.
Presuming that other collectivities assess conversion
and/or

commitment

behaviors,

a

in

terms

of

subsequent

operationalizing

that

both

concern

conception.

verbal

and

would

be

one

of

first

step

in

A

nonverbal

operationalizing the concept of conversion put forth in this
thesis

would

be

to

explore

what

specific

behaviors

are

prescribed or proscribed (although the latter behaviors might
be easier to decipher) consonant with the norms of a specific
group of research interest.

There are, of course, numerous

approaches which could be taken to doing this.
Taking Southern Baptists,

for

example,

this analysis

could take the form of interview surveys conducted with both
Baptist clergymen and other church members claiming to be
Christian.

The objective of an exploratory study might be to

uncover certain behaviors that are repeatedly cited as "moral"
or "immoral" in the accounts of both group authorities and
members.

In this instance, one might even begin with a list

of behaviors which would presumably be "categorizable" in such
terms by respondents; for example, in the accounts of Baptist
clergymen, drinking, smoking, swearing, extramarital affairs
and the like were sometimes identified as "wrong" or "non146

Christian" behaviors.

One could then compare views between

clergymen and members to induce certain behaviors generally
conceived to be "acceptable" or "unacceptable."
The objective of a subsequent study might be to find out
to what extent individuals who claim to be "converts"

(or

Christians) assess the quality of their "commitment" based on
their observance of the group's normative and prescriptive
mandates.

It is my impression that,

like Southern Baptist

clerics, most persons will evaluate their Christian "status"
largely on the basis of how well they perceive themselves as
fulfilling
possibility

"appropriate"
that

those

roles.
who

There

perceive

is

also

themselves

a

strong

as

being

relatively non-committed will also question the "reality" of
their own conversion.
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APPENDIX A
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF CLERGYMEN AND THEIR CHURCHES

APPENDIX A

R#

PASTOR
(A)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

41
45
38
59
39
42

65
50
40

51
55
69
51
54
45
47
34
59
62
34

(B)
1970
1971
1973
1955
1974
1974
1968
1963
1980
1975
1963
1945
1956
1970
1971
1972
1976
1963
1950
1978

CHURCH
C)

D.Min.
M.Div.
D.D.
D.Min.
M.Div.
B.Div.
H.S.
D.D.
H.S.
B.A.
M.Div.
M.Div.
M.A.
H.S.
D.Min.
H.S.
B.A.
H.S.
B.A.
B.S.

(D)
2 Yrs.
1 Yr.
3 Day
28 Yrs.
1 Yr.
11 Mths.
4 Yrs.
6 Mths.
5 Mths.
3.5 Yrs.
10 Yrs.
2 Yrs.
8.5 Yrs.
7 Yrs.
6 Mths.
10 Yrs.
3 Yrs.
3 Yrs.
18 Yrs.
2.5 Yrs.

(E)

(F)

758
341
1753
1248
1628
1058
300
813
137
91
385
331
1101
366
1139
321
278
138
184
289

1019
702
2059
1348
2315
1093
418
1120
292
120
430
331
1121
366
1235
321
369
312
312

COLUMN
Pastor
A= Age of respondent (at time of interview)
B = Year respondent was ordained

C = Highest level of education completed
H.S.

High School

B.A.

Bachelor of Arts

B.S.

Bachelor of Science

B.Div.

Bachelor of Divinity
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(G)

9
9
0
0
0
9
9
9
9
1
9
1
9
0
0
9
0
0
0
0

M.Div.

Master of Divinity

D.Min.

Doctor of Ministry

D.D.

Doctor of Divinity

D = Length of time at present parish
Church
E

=

Resident mernbership 1 (estimated "frequent" attenders)

F

=

Total membership (persons on formal church role)

G

=

Geographic location 2

O

"Large City (50,000 or more) Neighborhood" (Note:
"neighborhood"
is
understood
to
refer
to
"residential and industrial areas between the
central business area and the suburbs.")

1

"Open Country--A church located in a rural area such
that (1) it is not immediately adjacent to an
incorporated township or city, (2) it is likely
surrounded by land not used for urban purposes, and
(3) a sizable portion of its member families reside
in the surrounding nonurban area."

9

"Large City (50,000 or more) Suburbs"
(Note:
"suburbs" are "outlying areas usually adjacent to
neighborhood or older areas of city; often new
residential areas at edge of city which may or may
not be within the city limits.")

The figures cited in column E and Fare drawn from the
1987 Associational Summary Report of the Horne Mission Board
(Rural-Urban Missions
Dept.)
of the Southern Baptist
Convention (Atlanta, Georgia).
Compiled from independent
church reports.
2

The areas are documented according to the boundaries
and divisions recognized by the Southern Baptist Convention
in 1987 Associational Summary Report.
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APPENDIX B
SAMPLE INTERVIEW GUIDE

APPENDIX B

The following are exemplary of the questions which were posed
to Southern Baptist clergymen.
1.

If you had to define "conversion," how would you do that?
Would you distinguish "rededication" from "conversion"?

2.

Would you equate denominational switching with
conversion?

3.

Do you think total apostasy, or unconversion, is possible
if one has been truly converted?

4.

Would you consider conversion to reflect a
change?

5.

From your own experience, is conversion a sudden
occurrence or a gradual one?

6.

What specifically is it about a person that changes as
a result of a conversion?

7.

Have you ever been in the presence of someone -- yourself
excluded -- at the time of their conversion experience?
Describe the most memorable such occurrence you can
remember? How did you know that they were experiencing
a conversion at that time?

8.

Have you ever had someone admit a conversion experience
as the result of your influence?

9.

Do you personally counsel with persons who request to be
baptized?
Is a person's testimony enough for you to
accept their conversion claim as valid?
Are you ever
skeptical of these persons?
If so,
under what
circumstances?

10.

Should a person's behavior be affected by a conversion
experience? If yes, how so?

11.

Do you equate baptisms with conversions?

12.

If you had to guess, what percentage of your congregation
would you say are really converted? What, if anything,
leads you to be suspicious about a person's salvation?

13.

From your experience, what age group is the most likely
to request baptism?

14.

How much credit do you give to parental and/or peer
pressure in prompting a request for baptism?
164
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15.

What evidence do you accept as indicating that a true
conversion has taken place?

16.

Would you consider the Baptist Church to be an
evangelical organization? What about yourself?

17.

What "outreach" techniques does your church employ in
attracting new members or soliciting "decisions for
Christ"?
DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS

1.

In your professional training, did you ever have formal
course work
(ie.,
workshops,
seminars,
etc.)
in
conversion or evangelism?

2.

Age:

3.

At what age and under what circumstances did you decide
to enter the ministry?

4.

Number of years in the ministry:

5.

Year ordained or fully credentialled:

6.

Undergraduate school/major/year of graduation:

7.

Seminary/graduate school/specialty area/year of
graduation:

8.

Marital status/children:

9.

Nature of present parish ( ie. ,
status, age group composition):

10.

Length of time at this parish:
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